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Recent research indicates that membership in the Catholic Church is steadily 
declining.  Simultaneously, the rise of the religiously unaffiliated continues to grow.  
This phenomenon is a spiritual and cultural crisis within the Church.  Studies 
demonstrate an inverse relationship between age and disaffiliation as younger 
generations are more reflective of identifying with no religious affiliation.  
Recognizing a growing generational gap and the need to better understand the lives of 
young people, Pope Francis is urging the faithful to become a “listening Church.”  
Situated as an important meeting point for many young people, Catholic schools are 
an important proximal zone for faith formation.  Specifically, Catholic high schools 
require four years of religious education designed to provide a holistic foundation 
through three inter-related domains: cognitive, affective, and behavioral.  The purpose 
of this study was to investigate the impact of a U.S. Catholic high school religious 
education program upon recent graduates and their subsequent religious affiliation.  In 
aggregate, 106 survey responses were collected from graduates of one Catholic high 
school spanning the previous one to three years.  Twenty-three of the graduates 
surveyed participated in one of four different focus groups assigned by their current 
religious affiliation: Catholic, Former Catholic, Non-Catholic Christian, and No 
Religious Affiliation.  Key findings revealed that an open invitation, the promotion of 
questions, teacher relationships with students, and experiential learning opportunities 
were viewed as essential elements of quality religious instruction.  The educational 
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outcomes from this study promote cultivating student questions, tailoring educational 
experiences for different learners, inviting students to discern their own beliefs, and 
providing real-life learning activities as methods for improved practice.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Human nature tends to grapple with religious and spiritual questions related to 
existence (Crawford & Rossiter, 2006; Engebretson, 2014; Groome, 2011, Manning, 
2018; TVO Docs, 2012).  Until recently, the tradition of the Catholic Church has 
served as a source of authority and a communal guide in living a moral and spiritual 
life.  However, recent scholarship indicates a global decline in Catholic Church 
membership and active participation in worship services (Engebretson, 2014; 
Manning, 2018; McCarty & Vitek, 2017; Smith & Denton, 2005; Smith, Longest, Hill 
& Christoffersen, 2014). According to these studies, the general trend of disaffiliation 
is characterized by young Catholics who are both less able to articulate their 
understandings of faith and demonstrate indifference toward institutional religion.  
Non-Catholic Christian denominations are also experiencing similar decline among 
the same demographic (Smith & Denton, 2005).   
Growing Trends of Religious Disaffiliation 
In the United States there are growing numbers of people who are disaffiliating 
with organized religion.  Studies conducted by the Pew Research Center, a nonpartisan 
fact tank organization, continuously track religious affiliation patterns of the general 
population in the United States.  Between 2009 to 2019, the Pew Research Center 
interviewed between 12,000 to 24,000 participants each year, finding that the 
religiously unaffiliated population, which includes identifying as atheist, agnostic or 
“nothing in particular,” grew from 17% in 2009 to 26% in 2019.  This population, also 
referred to as ‘nones,’ significantly grew in each of the subsets assigned as follows: 
atheists grew from 2% to 4%, agnostics went from 3% to 5%, while “nothing in 
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particular” expanded from 12% to 17% in 2019.  Conversely, the aggregate number of 
people identifying as Christians declined from 77% in 2009 to 65% in 2019.  Both 
Protestant and Catholic Christians reflected this pattern of disaffiliation.  By religious 
affiliation, Protestant Christians dropped in population from 51% in 2009 to 43% in 
2019.  The percentage of Catholics in the United States also fell from 23% to 20% 
during that same time frame.  Generational demographics also reflected a pattern that 
young people are less affiliated with Christianity than older generations (Pew Center 
for Research, 2019); see Table 1.  Only 49% of Millennials, for example, identified as 
Christian, while 76% of Baby Boomers identified as Christian. 
Table 1  
Generational Gap in American Religious Affiliation 





84% 4% 10% 
Baby Boomer 
(1946-64) 
76% 6% 17% 
Generation X 
(1965-80) 
67% 6% 25% 
Millennials (1981-
96) 
49% 9% 40% 
 
In addition to religious affiliation patterns, the Pew Research 2019 study also 
revealed declining attendance of religious services overall.  Reflecting the increase in 
religious disaffiliation, the number of people attending religious services once a month 
or more dropped from 52% in 2009 to 45% in 2019.   
Understanding the nature and forces behind the movement of disaffiliation is 
multivariate and complex.  Religious Education scholar Kathleen Engebretson (2014) 
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attributes the global decline in Catholic Church membership and participation in 
worship services to two major factors: secularization and disillusionment.  
Secularization (Engebretson, 2014) is a point of view that posits that strong moral 
values can be understood and lived separately from institutional or codified religious 
belief systems.  Spirituality is becoming a more private experience, and religious 
organizations are declining in authority as society minimizes the need for such 
institutions.  Disillusionment is another factor drawing many Catholics away from the 
religious institution in which they grew up (Engebretson, 2014). Elements of this 
opposition to being part of the Catholic church includes dissenting with current 
teaching, discouragement of the patterned behavior of the Church, and anger 
concerning abuses of power and authority.  Engebretsen (2014) recounts a historically 
recognized moment of dissent with Church teaching associated with the poor reception 
of the faithful to adhere to the Papal Encyclical Humanae Vitae (which condemns the 
use of birth control).  Data from a 1992 Gallup poll revealed that 90% of American 
Catholics believed that married Catholic couples could use birth control and remain in 
good standing with the Church.  More recently, Engebretson (2014) continued that 
many Catholics are appalled, angered, and disillusioned by the sexual abuse scandals 
that continue to destroy victims’ lives, their families, and to erode trust among the 
faithful.   
Providing further scholarly depth to the understanding of secularization, 
Manning (2018) further suggests that disaffiliation is an unfolding sociological 
process reflected in the centuries-long eroding of the dominant Christian worldview in 
Western cultures.  This process, beginning with the rise of scientific discoveries and 
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additionally through the Enlightenment period, saw the shift in cultural thought away 
from a dependence upon religion to frame one’s worldview.  In the ensuing decades, 
the centrality of religion has been replaced by modernization and mechanization, 
culminating currently in the proliferation of media and a consumeristic society.  
Instead of a shared worldview of centuries articulated by the Christian Church, people 
in modern society are offered a plethora of options through which to contextualize 
reality.  Manning (2018) describes this overload of options as a fragmented view of 
reality that is cumbersome and consuming.  Manning (2018) further argues that people 
today are no less spiritual in their practice or pursuit, they simply exist in a dominant 
culture that views reality through a plurality of powerful lenses other than that of an 
organized faith system.  Manning (2018) further explains the challenge of religious 
education is to somehow compete with the alternate worldview that exist in the 
entertainment and marketing sectors that includes on average 6,000 marketing images 
a day.  Promoting spiritual and religious messaging in today’s media driven culture is 
a daunting task. 
Disaffiliation Patterns of Catholic Youth 
As scholars discern the movement of disaffiliation in general, there is a 
growing need to better understand the patterns of disaffiliation by younger Catholics.  
As reflected in Table 1, 40% of Millennials identify as religiously unaffiliated. 
Recognizing this phenomenon primarily as a generational divide, McCarty and Vitek 
(2017) conducted a mixed-methods national study of former Catholics between the 
ages of 15 to 25.  Their goal was to better understand both general patterns of 
disaffiliation as well as uncover the unique stories of individuals in order to highlight 
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the personal nature of this phenomenon.  Utilizing the results of a Center for Applied 
Research in the Apostolate (CARA) quantitative study that included the screening of 
1,435 respondents, McCarty and Vitek (2017) were able to invite and interview a 
maximal sample of 15 respondents who formerly identified as Catholic.    This study, 
Going, Going, Gone, identified three general categories of disaffiliation.  These three 
categories; the Injured, the Drifter, and the Dissenter, reveal the overall complex and 
interrelated nature of this trend. 
1) The Injured – This group includes participants who reported negative 
experiences with ecclesial and/or familial members of the community that caused 
damage to their personal connection to the Church.  Examples from this category 
included stories of divorce, abuse, and terminal illness of family members, and other 
major life disruptions.  Sadly, the stories revealed by McCarty and Vitek (2017) 
reported that many of those in this category left the Church feeling as if no one noticed 
or cared.   
2) The Drifter – This category consists of participants who perceive that the 
structures, organizations, and doctrines of the Catholic faith were irrelevant to their 
lives and lacking connection to the ‘real world.’  A shared response by those in this 
group included a lamented lack of mentors to accompany them on their faith journey, 
which was expressed as a contributing factor to the lack of relevance (McCarty and 
Vitek, 2017).   
3) The Dissenter – McCarty and Vitek (2017) describe this category as those for 
whom current Church teaching on various social issues diverge from their own sense 
of conscience and justice.  These divergences include Catholic teachings on 
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homosexuality, birth control, same-sex marriage, and abortion rights.  Some 
Dissenters expressed frustration that their questions and doubts about the faith were 
not satisfactorily addressed by their religious leaders or educators. 
Further research demonstrated that among Christians, Catholic youth are on the 
leading edge of this movement away from a family of faith.  Alongside the growing 
factors and trends of disaffiliation as noted above, studies on adolescent spirituality 
and religiosity reveal that young Catholics are less able to articulate their 
understandings of faith, and more indifferent to religion, than their Protestant Christian 
peers (Smith & Denton, 2005). This general deficiency of knowledge and ability to 
articulate the Catholic faith is also noted in the work of Catholic education scholars 
(Cavadini, 2004; Engebrestson, 2014; Hoge et al., 2001; Prothero, 2007).  These 
studies generally agree that Catholics are deficient in understanding the basic 
teachings, doctrines, and details of their spiritual tradition.  In their seminal work on 
adolescent spirituality, Soul Searching, researchers Smith and Denton (2005) 
examined aspects of the background of the current declining state of religiosity among 
Catholic youth. Smith and Denton’s (2005) work examined data gathered from The 
National Study of Youth and Religion survey, conducted at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill from July 2002 to March 2003.  This study used a random-
digital-dial telephone survey method to gather data from US households containing at 
least one member between the ages of 13-17, resulting in a nationally representational 
group of 3,290 English- and Spanish-speaking teenagers. The survey included 
interviewing one household parent for about 30 minutes and one randomly selected 
household teen for about 50 minutes.  Following the initial study of 2003, 17 trained 
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project researchers conducted 267 in-depth, face-to-face interviews with a subsample 
of telephone survey respondents in 45 states.  These interviews recorded religion, age, 
race, sex, socioeconomic status, rural-suburban-urban residence, region of the country, 
and language spoken (English or Spanish).   
The analysis of Smith and Denton (2005) revealed that in all measures of 
religiosity, Catholic teens were 5% to 25% lower than Protestant groups.  This 
included an examination of religious service attendance, participation in youth groups, 
attendance of Sunday School, home practices of religiosity (prayer and discussions 
about religion), and perceived congregational importance of ministering to young 
people.  Given the contrast of Catholic teens to their Protestant peers, Smith and 
Denton (2005) set out to better understand the dynamic of why young Catholics are on 
the leading edge of a trend of decreasing religious engagement. 
A significant conclusion of the analysis by Smith and Denton (2005) is that 
teenage religiosity mirrors that of their parents’ practice. In the case of Catholic 
families demonstrating lower involvement, this general pattern is representationally 
true in their children.  According to Smith and Denton (2005), at mid-century, 
Catholics attended church at higher rates than their Protestant peers.  However, in the 
later portion of the twentieth century, Catholic religious service attendance dropped 
below the levels of Protestant Christians a statistic reflected in the data among 
youth.  The research of Smith and Denton (2005) revealed that this is true not just in 
attending fewer worship services, but that Catholic Christians are less involved in 
other church educative or social programming as well.  Overall, Catholics in the 
United States are less religiously inclined and involved than Protestant Christians. 
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In addition to less personal investment on the part of Catholics, the Catholic 
Church also provides less faith formation programming for their teens as compared to 
other Christian denominations.  The research of Smith and Denton (2005) revealed 
that Protestant Christians offer more substantial youth programming through social 
and educational programming. “Between 81 and 86 percent of Protestant teens belong 
to church congregations that offer youth group programs, only 67% of Catholic youth 
do” (Smith & Denton, 2005, p. 210).  This discrepancy of ministerial services was also 
recognized by Catholic parents, who evaluated their own congregations as valuing 
youth programming significantly less than parents from Protestant congregations.   
Recent historical trends may explain some of the gap that exists between 
Protestant and Catholic youth formation programming.  According to Smith and 
Denton (2005), Catholics as early as 1935 received religious education either through 
Catholic schools or attended parish programming known as CCD (Confraternity of 
Christian Doctrine).  Staffed primarily by theologically trained vowed religious 
priests, sisters, and brothers, these programs together effectively trained and formed 
young Catholics in the faith.  However, the success of these programs declined after 
the 1960’s when fewer adults became vowed religious and the trained leadership of 
Catholics schools and CCD programs transitioned to lay people.  In 2005, only 5% of 
staff members of over 8,000 schools were vowed religious.  This evolution of 
leadership changed the religious complexion of Catholic schools and the process 
through which young people are formed in the faith.  Smith and Denton (2005) posit 
that Catholics are still reliant on the older system that currently needs reformation.  
9 
 
Adding to the historical change of educational leadership, the student 
composition of Catholic education has continued to evolve as well.  Since the 1960’s, 
Smith and Denton (2005) recognize that the demographics of Catholic schools has 
changed to meet the growing demands of more affluent parents seeking a college 
preparatory education.  With greater levels of secularized preparation by instructors 
and administrators, a higher plurality of religious affiliation among the student body, 
and the increasing demands of a quality education, Smith and Denton (2005) warn that 
maintaining Catholic identity in this environment is a growing challenge.  In fact, even 
if Catholic schools were a stronghold of religious formation, as of 2005, only 15% of 
young Catholics attended Catholic schools and the CCD programming referenced 
earlier has all but disappeared.  The conclusions of the Smith and Denton (2005) data 
points to a concerted need to improve youth religious education programming in order 
to socialize the next generation into what it means to know, believe, and live the faith 
in a relevant and tangible way.   
Imperative to improving the efficacy of faith formation programming is to 
better understand the cultural context of the student, and yet scholarly attention is 
lacking in this regard.  Religious education and faith formation scholars (Engebreston, 
2014; Manning, 2018; Smith & Denton, 2005; Smith et al., 2014) recommend further 
research in order to better understand the cultural context and lives of the young 
people entrusted to the care of Catholic institutions.  As Smith and Denton (2005) 
suggest, this lack of understanding is conspicuous given the inherent need to provide 
youth programming as a means of welcoming and forming for the next 
generation.  Conversely, Smith and Denton (2005) and Manning (2018) also point out 
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that this same generation is also a highly researched audience by corporate interests 
with strategic marketing and advertising campaigns aimed at attracting them as 
customers.  These two competing groups, religious institutions, and corporate entities, 
provide messages and values that can be in opposition to each other.  Therefore, 
religious education scholars (Engebreston, 2014; Manning, 2014; Smith & Denton, 
2005) recommend further research in order to compete with modern media and 
technology, with the goal of socializing the next generation in spiritual practices in a 
way that is relevant and meaningful in today’s culture. 
A Need for a Listening Church 
Given the challenges of religious disaffiliation, lower levels of ability to 
articulate the faith tradition, greater levels of apathy, religiously diverse classrooms, 
and competing marketing interests, how can religious educators present the teachings 
and doctrines of the Catholic Church in a way that is meaningful and relevant for 
today’s Catholic school student? Recognizing these challenges and the present 
complexity of the changing world in which we live, Pope Francis formed a special 
Church Synod convened from October 3 through 28, 2018 urging Church leadership to 
engage and discuss with young people on matters of faith and vocational discernment.  
The report generated by this gathering, Instrumentam Laboris (Synod of Bishops, 
2018), exhorts the Church to engage more fully with the young people of our world in 
the context and complexity of the global community in which we live. 
Innovative and monumental in design, the Synod of Bishops invited and then 
intentionally listened to the voice of young people between the ages of 16 to 19 in 
order to better understand their hopes, dreams, and challenges concerning spiritual life 
11 
 
and connection with the church (Synod of Bishops, 2018).  The listening tone of the 
gathering was established in the “Letter to young people” by Pope Francis (2017) 
inviting them to become a part of the upcoming Synod.  The Bishops and other 
ecclesiastical leaders in attendance positioned themselves as a Church that listens 
through a process that was multidimensional in approach.   
A better world can be built also as a result of your efforts, your desire to 
change and your generosity. Do not be afraid to listen to the Spirit who 
proposes bold choices; do not delay when your conscience asks you to take 
risks in following the Master. The Church also wishes to listen to your voice, 
your sensitivities and your faith; even your doubts and your criticism. Make 
your voice heard, let it resonate in communities and let it be heard by your 
shepherds of souls. (para. 7) 
 
This letter of invitation and encouragement to be a part of the process included 
a survey, which was disseminated internationally and was a means of gathering data in 
advance.  The Church received over 100,000 responses.  In addition, the Church 
hosted a pre-synod gathering of over 300 young people in which 15,000 more 
participated online through social media.  The collection and interpretation of this data 
formed the basis of the conversation of the XV Ordinary General Assembly of the 
Synod of Bishops (Synod of Bishops 2018).   
One significant outcome of the Synod (2018) was that schools are an important 
domain through which to meet with and accompany young people on their journey of 
faith.  This carries significance for Catholic schools, and in a more particular way, 
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those entrusted with providing formal religious education.  Using specific language to 
address the importance of religious education, the Church recognizes the necessity of 
collecting data that provides clear evaluative summaries concerning the effectiveness 
of religious educative programming.   
In order to be faithful to their mission, these institutions must verify whether 
students have actually received the values presented to them and they must 
promote a culture of continuous evaluation and self-evaluation. Beyond 
abstract statements, we have to ask ourselves to what extent our schools help 
young people see their studies as a responsibility for the world’s problems, for 
the needs of the poorest and for the care of the environment. (Synod of 
Bishops, 2018, Section 150) 
The later part of this statement is composed of the major themes voiced by the young 
participants that emerged from the Synod (2018).  Young people expressed that 
religious education must foster responsibility for the world’s problems, care for the 
poor, and foster stewardship for the earth.   
Sharing the desire of Magisterial leadership to engage and listen to the needs of 
young people, McCarty and Vitek (2017) agree that leaders of the Church need to 
actively seek out and listen to the injured, drifting, and dissenting disaffiliating 
members of the Catholic church.  As McCarty and Vitek (2017) state: 
To listen and to hear the stories of those who disaffiliate from the church are 
essential and constitutive dimensions of what it means to be a community of 
faith.  The dynamics of disaffiliation can’t be sufficiently understood when 
limited to statistics rendered on bar graphs or generalized to category 
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groupings.  Each person who disaffiliates has a name, a story, and longings of 
the heart and mind, and all are grateful for the opportunity to have their story 
heard.  (p.7)  
Through their interviews with young people, McCarty and Vitek (2017) further 
recognize that many young people are searching for meaning, connection, and purpose 
in their lives (McCarty & Vitek, 2017).  This is a signal to Catholic religious educators 
to align their teaching with the questions and aspirations of those entrusted to their 
care.   
Amidst the complex challenges of disaffiliation, the Catholic Church, through 
a variety of teaching bodies (Catholic Bishops of NSW & ACT, 2007; Congregation 
for Catholic Education, 2014; USCCB, 2005), continues to articulate that Catholic 
education is fundamental to the sustainability of the Church.  In tandem with official 
church teaching, religious education scholars (Cavadini, 2004; Crawford & Rossiter, 
2006; Engebretson, 2014; Groome, 1980,1991; Manning, 2018; Pearce & Denton, 
2011; Rossiter, 2011) also posit that religious education through Catholic schooling is 
a vital means of educating, forming, and retaining the next generation of Catholics.   
Purpose Statement  
Considering sweeping patterns of disaffiliation, growing fragmentation of 
religious consciousness, and increased levels of religious indifference, the Church 
needs to better understand the lived experience of young people in order to improve 
faith formation ministries.  Given the proximity of Catholic schools and the mission to 
provide religious formation, religious education practitioners need to gain access to 
the lived experience of their students in order to meet their needs and improve 
14 
 
instructional practice.  Who can better address the significance and perceived 
relevance of their religious education better than the recently graduated students 
themselves?  The purpose of this study was to evaluate the influence of a Catholic 
high school religious education program in relation to subsequent religious affiliation 
of recent graduates.  For this study, recent alumni were asked to evaluate their 
experience of religious education to provide voice to making improvements to future 
programmatic curricular experiences of students.   
Research Questions 
The research questions for this study are based on the works of religious 
education scholars Thomas Groome (1980, 1991, 2011) and Patrick Manning (2014). 
RQ1: How do recent high school graduates of the past three years evaluate 
their experience of formal Catholic high school religious education in 
relation to their own personal religious affiliation? 
RQ2D1: Cognitive Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school religious 
education program shape recent graduates’ knowledge of the Catholic 
faith?  
RQ3D2: Affective Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school religious 
education program shape recent graduates’ faith formation? 
RQ4D3: Behavioral Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school 
religious education program shape recent graduates’ life choices?  
This religious education program evaluation took place in a college 
preparatory Catholic high school located in the Western portion of the United States.  
The school belongs to the Brothers of the Christian Schools and will be referred to in 
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this paper as St. Jerome High School (pseudonym). At the start of the study, the 
Religious Education department of St. Jerome High School (7 members) were invited 
to partake in a discussion designed to help co-construct discrete questions for the focus 
group interview portion of the study.  Simultaneously, a survey was sent to all alumni 
from the classes of 2017, 2018, and 2019 seeking feedback on their experience of the 
religious education program and locate focus group volunteers to take part in a 
conversation based on religious affiliation.  The purpose of the focus group interview 
is to expound upon in greater detail the results from the survey.  Once narratives are 
collected and analyzed, the data will then be presented to the Religious Education 
department in order to authentically assess and formulate actionable steps to the 
themes revealed through graduate voices. 
Significance 
The Catholic Church in the United States is facing a crises of faith as studies 
and scholars demonstrate that membership is declining through the process of 
disaffiliation (Congregation for Catholic Education, 2014; Engebretson, 2014; 
Manning, 2018; McCarty & Vitek, 2017; Pew Research Center, 2019; Smith & 
Denton, 2005).  Recognizing that current young Catholics are growing up in a new 
cultural environment that is little understood by older Catholics, Pope Francis along 
with religious education scholars argue for a need to listen and better understand the 
lives of young people to more effectively accompany them on their journey of faith 
(Engebretson, 2014; Manning, 2018; McCarty & Vitek, 2017; Pew Research Center, 
2019; Smith & Denton, 2005).  This is particularly true in Catholic schools which 
have privileged access to educate young people through formal religious education.  
16 
 
Many groups of people serve to gain from this study.  First, religious educators will 
gain primary narratives about the reception of their craft and then can strengthen and 
modify approaches to better meet the needs of modern students.  Second, the results of 
this study can refine and enhance religious education programming, directly benefiting 
future students with greater levels of understanding, empathy, and relevance.  Lastly, 
the methodological process created in this study could be replicated to gain important 
access to the stories of young people in order to broaden the scope and deepen the 
collective understanding of contemporary youth culture.  This understanding can serve 
to increase the professional practice at other schools as well as broaden the overall 
scope of understanding young people in general.  This study may serve as a template 
for comparison and replication across the nation in order to address challenges and 
enhance the overall mission of Catholic education to provide meaningful faith 
formation for all students.  
Rationale 
Utilizing a postpositivist interpretive framework (Creswell & Poth, 2018), the 
goal of this study is to better understand the relationship between the experience of a 
four-year Catholic religious educational experience in accord with one’s current 
religious affiliation of recent graduates.  The intention is to better understand the 
perceived relevance of religious education formation in the context of the real lives of 
recent graduates in order to improve curricular instructional practice for future 






As the Catholic church experiences significant trends of disaffiliation, a 
growing lack of ability to articulate the faith, and lower levels of investment in the 
institution, this study aims to explore the perceived impact of the formal four-year 
religious educational experience common to US Catholic high schools among recent 
graduates in relationship with their current religious affiliation.  Guided by the 
leadership of Pope Francis and magisterial leadership (Synod of Bishops, 2018) and 
echoed by religious affiliation researchers, (McCarty & Vitek, 2017; Manning 2014; 
Smith et al. 2014) this study aims to listen to the experience of recent graduates in 
hopes of gaining an appreciation of the lived experience of young people today and 
provide a more impactful learning experience for future generations.  The next chapter 
will provide an overview of logic models in general and offer a program theory with a 













Chapter 2: Literature Review 
The increasing trend of religious disaffiliation among young Catholics is a 
growing concern for the future of the Catholic Church.  Church leadership (Synod of 
Bishops, 2018) and Religious Education scholars (Engebretson, 2014; Manning, 2018; 
McCarty & Vitek, 2017; Smith & Denton, 2005; Smith et al., 2014) agree that 
understanding and addressing this crisis of membership holds high importance.  
Recognizing the need to bridge the generational gap, Pope Francis and the Magisterial 
leadership proclaimed the need to become a listening Church (Synod of Bishops, 
2018).  One proximal zone of interaction between Catholic leaders and young people 
occurs in the Catholic school (Engebretson, 2014).  The purpose of this study was to 
evaluate the influence of a Catholic high school religious education program in 
relation to subsequent religious affiliation of recent graduates.  To investigate how one 
Catholic high school’s religious education program impacts the religious affinity of 
recent graduates, the following research questions were designed to guide this 
program evaluation based on the works of religious education scholars Thomas 
Groome (1980, 1991, 2011) and Patrick Manning (2014): 
RQ1: How do recent high school graduates of the past three years evaluate 
their experience of formal Catholic high school religious education in 
relation to their own personal religious affiliation? 
RQ2D1: Cognitive Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school religious 




RQ3D2: Affective Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school religious 
education program shape recent graduates’ faith formation? 
RQ4D3: Behavioral Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school 
religious education program shape recent graduates’ life choices?  
Logic Models and Program Theory  
Logic models conceptualize and communicate the design of a program 
(McDavid, Huse, & Hawthorn, 2013; Patton, 2012).  Figure 1 is an example of a 
Logic Model (Patton, 2012). The inputs include all the preliminary planning and 
accumulation of resources for operating the program.  The activities and processes 
include the implementation of the program.  The outputs or products are the designed 
outcomes of the program as articulated by planners.  The short-term outcomes and 
long-term impacts are the intended enduring effects of the program for the 





Figure 1. Basic Logic Model (Patton, 2012) 
Program evaluations often require an analysis of the causal mechanisms that 
drive the distinctions between the different steps in the process.  When the model in 
use explains a theory behind the program, the model becomes a program theory 
(Patton, 2012). Delineating a program theory can focus the evaluation on the process 
and outcomes that are of most interest for the primary users (Patton 2012).  
Program evaluations are often formative or summative in nature (McDavid, et. 
el 2013).  Summative evaluations seek to address different issues such as the 
continuation of program or different levels of program funding based on targeted 
benchmarks (McDavid, et. al. 2013).  The aim of this study is to gather data pertaining 
to graduate experience and recommendations and respond accordingly with responsive 
curricular improvements.   
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The program theory utilized in this study maintains an “open systems 
approach” which entails “conceptualizing programs as open systems, that is, sets of 
mean-ends linkages that affect and are affected by their environment” (McDavid, et al. 
2013, p. 489).  The process of religious education occurs within the context of 
multivariant influences that extend well beyond the experience of the classroom.  For 
example, Smith and Denton (2005) and Groome (2011) posit that family religious 
practice is the most important factor in the religious practice and beliefs of young 
people.  Peer groups and media influences are also strong factors (Manning 2018).  
Additionally, the high school Catholic education experience is designed to take place 
in the classroom, but formation is part of the broader school mission through prayer 
opportunities, service-learning immersions, and retreats (Groome, 1980, 1991; 
Engebretson, 2014).  The complex environment of religious education is an important 
and complicating aspect of this study.   
Although an open systems approach recognizes outside environmental 
variables beyond the control of the classroom experience, a program theory can still 
analyze programmatic designs with actual results.  Often the strategically designed 
outcomes can diverge from actual results stated by participants (Patton, 2012).  
Through an established and agreed upon program theory, the team of intended users, 
the Religious Education Department, can analyze the actual results in relation to the 
programmatically designed outcomes.  Using a collaborative evaluative process can 
positively impact the future design and function of the program (Patton, 2012). Figure 




Figure 2. Open System Program Theory of Religious Education at St. Jerome HS 
Program theories follow a linear flow (Patton, 2012).  The inputs for this study 
are historical in nature and are based on a variety of hierarchical voices within the 
Catholic Church.  The Activities / Process phase will be examined through the lens of 
Pope John Paul II’s New Evangelization (1990) and the Religious Education 
Methodical design by Kathleen Engebretson (2014).  The outputs will be delineated by 
the “End of Program Outcomes” as designed by the intended users of this study (St. 
Jerome HS RE Dept., 2017).  Lastly, the outcomes will be examined through the 
theory of Thomas Groome (1980, 1991) and Patrick Manning (2014), noting that the 
purpose of Religious Education is to engender a lived expression of faith that increases 
the knowledge (cognitive), fosters beliefs (affective), and promotes the lived 
(behavioral) faith of participants.   
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The recursive portion of the program theory included listening to the voices of 
recent graduates to understand their perceived actual outcomes of the program.  
Completing the program theory cycle includes the re-examination of the program 
alongside the collected voices of the graduates and adjusting curricular designs 
accordingly.  The next portion of this paper will explore each of the stated facets of the 
designed program theory for this study. 
The Inputs of Catholic High School Religious Education 
Program inputs describe the necessary means to operate the program 
(McDavid, et. al, 2013).  For Religious Education, this includes a historical backdrop 
of directives and teachings by varying levels of ecclesial authority.  Since the Second 
Vatican Council of the early 1960’s, the Catholic church has repeatedly pronounced 
and clarified the mission of religious education.  The official Catholic Church, through 
a variety of teaching bodies (Catholic Bishops of NSW & ACT, 2007; John Paul II, 
1990; Paul VI, 1965; USCCB, 2005), continues to articulate that religious education is 
a high priority for the proper formation of Catholics and is closely associated with the 
sustainability of the Church.  These communications shape the religious education 
classroom.  These important authoritative messages regarding the mission of Catholic 









Selected Catholic Church Documents on Religious Education 
Year  Document Authorship 
1965 Gravissimum Educationis / Declaration 
on Christian Education 
Paul VI / Vatican II 
1972 To Teach as Jesus Did National Conference of 
Catholic Bishops 
1979 Sharing the Light of Faith United States Catholic 
Conference 
1998 General Directory for Catechesis Congregation for the Clergy 
2005 National Directory for Catechesis United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops 
2008 The Framework United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops 
 
Gravissimum Educationis.  Gravissimum Educationis (Declaration on 
Christian Education) declares that education is a human right (Paul VI, 1965).  This 
document directs Catholic schools to provide a locus of community through which 
younger generations can become oriented with the tradition of the Catholic Church.  
The described model for Catholic education is one of dialogue amid the existing 
culture.  The document states, “Accordingly, since the Catholic school can be of such 
service in developing the mission of the people of God and in promoting dialogue 
between the church and the community at large to the advantage of both, it is still of 
vital importance even in our times” (Paul VI, 1965, p. 583).  This dialogic reality sets 
the tone for future articulations of the role of Catholic Religious Education in 
subsequent documents.   
To Teach as Jesus Did.  Less than ten years later, the United States Bishops 
pronounced further directives to guide the work of Religious Education.  To Teach as 
Jesus Did (NCCB, 1972) describes three dimensions of education: message, 
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community, and service.  Each of these three dimensions are distinct and yet 
interrelated.  The essential message of the Catholic school is to proclaim the good 
news of salvation and the rightful human dignity of all people (NCCB, 1972).  
Sharing the Light of Faith. Guidance concerning the formation of Catholic 
Religious education continued with the publication with the first catechetical directory 
for Catholics of the United States, Sharing the Light of Faith (USCC, 1979). This 
document recognized the importance of human development in relation to faith 
formation.  Specifically, the more intellectually competent a young person becomes, 
the more they acquire both awareness of the complexities of life and of self.  
Furthermore, young adulthood is characterized by a greater capacity to make life 
decisions and necessitates supports for vocational discernment.  
General Directory for Catechesis. Stemming from observations of an 
existing “spiritual and cultural crisis,” International Church leadership published the 
General Directory for Catechesis (Congregation for the Clergy, 1998, para. 181).  
Church authorities noted a concerning shift in the faith development of young people 
amid dramatic cultural change.  This was partially due to a failure to provide 
distinctions of pre-adolescent, adolescent, and young adult religious education for 
different moments in human faith development.  The Congregation for the Clergy 
(1998) posited this typical process of young Catholic Christians: they receive the 
sacrament of confirmation as the last phase of catechetical instruction after which, 
participation in Church life ceases.  Therefore, improved religious instructional 
practices for these different developmental phases are necessary to encourage a 
holistic and lifelong expression of faith beyond sacramental preparation and reception 
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(Congregation for the Clergy, 1998).  The General Directory of Catechesis instructs 
constructing an improved process of religious education involves two different 
movements of faith formation: evangelization and catechesis (Congregation for the 
Clergy, 1998).   
 The introductory phase of Religious Education is known as evangelization.  
During this phase, an invitation to faith is modeled through both words and actions.  
The General Directory for Catechesis (Congregation for the Clergy, 1998) recognizes 
the inherent nature of Catholic schools as primarily a point of evangelization of young 
people.  This is a complex process that needs to address students from diverse 
religious backgrounds, recognizing that young people continuously change and 
therefore need religious instruction that both invites and nurtures spiritual growth.  For 
students affiliated with the faith, religious instruction offers an opportunity to wrestle 
with existential and moral questions. Students who are searching or have religious 
doubts need to be afforded the opportunity to express and engage with these questions 
with the accompaniment of a religious instructor.  Lastly, the Church recognizes and 
understands that some students in religious education classes are non-believers, or 
belong to other religious traditions.  For these young people, the message of 
Christianity is presented as an opportunity for growth and dialogue (Congregation for 
the Clergy, 1998).   
In relation to the invitation of evangelization, catechesis is the study of the 
Catholic Christian tradition and faith life of the Church (Congregation for the Clergy, 
1998).  Conversion, or a fundamental embrace of the Christian faith, is not requisite to 
catechesis.  Religious Education is a form of catechesis for all students, regardless of 
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religious identity.  However, the teacher must recognize the diversity of life 
experience in Catholic school classrooms, and catechesis will often maintain a spirit of 
evangelization throughout the religious educational process.  This entails meeting 
students in their state in life and adjusting lessons to present a contextually relevant 
learning experience.  (Congregation for the Clergy, 1998).    
Concerning the methodology of religious education, the Church embraces 
contemporary pedagogical approaches to education (Congregation for the Clergy, 
1998).  However, with great emphasis, the Church recognizes one essential aspect of 
quality religious instruction: the instructor.  The catechist or religious educator, with 
their words, actions, and example, “constitutes the soul of every method.” 
(Congregation for the Clergy, 1998).  The relationship of instructor to student is the 
conduit through which effective teaching takes place (Congregation for the Clergy, 
1998).  Furthermore, the Church recognizes and supports the collective formational 
work of all the faculty and staff in furthering the faith formation mission in every 
Catholic school.  The school community needs to be a visible and living model in 
order to welcome all students to the living family of faith (Congregation for the 
Clergy, 1998). 
National Directory for Catechesis. Following the international directory of 
1998, the United States Catholic Conference of Bishops published the National 
Directory for Catechesis (1998) with specific directives for U.S. culture.  The National 
Directory expounded the General Directory (1998), reiterating the urgent need for a 
renewed sense of evangelical and catechetical vigor within the Catholic community.  
As stated earlier, the process of faith development begins with evangelization and 
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continues through a process of developmental catechetical discernment.  The nature of 
this transformative process requires both interior discernment accompanied by exterior 
expression.  This personal process of enlightenment is known as “metanoia” (USCCB, 
2005, p. 47).  Pope Paul VI (1975) describes metanoia as “a radical conversion, a 
profound change of mind and heart” (para. 10). In order to achieve such 
transformational change, the National Directory of Catechesis (USCCB, 2005) urges 
instructors of religious education to embrace the positive aspects and values existent in 
cultures in order to dialogue with a diversity of perspectives.  Fundamentally the fruits 
of evangelization and catechesis are born through the blessings of authentic 
relationship.  Metanoia is possible through the faithful witness of the instructors and 
accompaniment with students within the context of their own lived experience.   
Doctrinal Elements of a Curriculum Framework for the Development of 
Catechetical Materials for Young People of High School Age.  The most clear and 
direct input concerning the Program Theory of this study is the Doctrinal Elements of 
a Curriculum Framework for the Development of Catechetical Materials for Young 
People of High School Age (USCCB, 2008).  From this point on this curricular 
structure will be referred to as The Framework.   
The development of The Framework began in the 1980s as the United States 
Bishops were concerned with a general lack of religious literacy among the faithful 
(Schroeder, 2015).  Noting a need to provide greater clarity on the teachings and 
doctrines of the Church, the U.S. Bishops commissioned a standardized reference text 
for the faithful.  This work led to the development of the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church (Catholic Church, 1994).   
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Following the promulgation of the Catechism (Catholic Church, 1994), the 
Bishops of the United States created the Ad Hoc Committee to Oversee the Use of the 
Catechism to evaluate the appropriate alignment of the existing religious education 
textbooks with the Catechism.  The committee concluded that nearly all existing 
textbooks were insufficient (Schroeder, 2015).  In the ensuing years, the US Bishops 
decided that a nationally standardized curricular framework was needed for creating 
reliable catechetical materials in today’s Catholic schools (Schroeder, 2015).  
On November 14, 2007, The United States Catholic Bishops gathered and 
voted unanimously on the complete scope and sequence of The Framework (USCCB, 
2008).  The publishers of religious education textbooks were the intended audience of 
this document to ensure the sound articulation and delivery of Catholic teachings high 
schools across the United States.  The Framework (USCCB, 2008), “offers guidance 
to catechetical publishers in the creation of instructional material” (p. 1).  The 
document provided a standardized curriculum outline based on the teachings 
articulated in the Catechism (Catholic Church, 1994) through a four-year (eight 
semester) Catholic high school religious education program.  The course outline 
consists of six required semesters with an allowance of two additional electives as 
follows: 
Core Curriculum 
I. The Revelation of Jesus Christ in Scripture  
II. Who is Jesus Christ? 
III. The Mission of Jesus Christ (The Paschal Mystery) 
IV. Jesus Christ’s Mission Continues in the Church 
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V. Sacraments as Privileged Encounters with Jesus Christ 
VI. Life in Jesus Christ 
Electives 
 Option A: Sacred Scripture 
 Option B: History of the Catholic Church 
 Option C: Living as a Disciple of Jesus Christ in Society 
 Option D: Responding to the Call of Jesus Christ 
 Option E: Ecumenical and Interreligious Issues 
Since the implementation of this standardized framework, Bishops around the United 
States were given the freedom to implement the design within their local diocese 
(Schroeder, 2015).  Given the flexible nature of the rollout of this curriculum design, 
the actual implementation of the complete structure has varied (Schroeder, 2015).  The 
Archdiocese in which this study takes place directed high schools to adopt the first 
year of course material during the 2010-2011 academic year and incrementally add 
one more curricular year through the 2013-2014 school year.  
Considering the unprecedented development of a standardized framework in 
Catholic religious education, Schroeder (2015) expressed a need for further empirical 
research on the impact of The Framework.  One area of recommended focus concerns 
the theological content selected.  Additionally, she believed educators would benefit 
from a study examining the different pedagogical choices employed by Religious 
Educators to facilitate the framework.  A further concern of Schroeder (2015) is that 
the curriculum was implemented in a fashion that was devoid of input by teachers, 
leaving them ignorant of the purpose and intent of the design.  The uncertainty on 
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behalf of teachers is heightened given that the intended design of the Framework was 
written for publishers, not teachers.  While the intended audience may have originated 
with the textbook publishers, the reality of implementing the Framework became the 
responsibility of the classroom teacher to bring to life (Schroeder, 2015).   
The Activities / Processes of Catholic High School Religious Education 
Contemporary Religious Education methodology utilizes an approach 
articulated by Pope John Paul II known as the “New Evangelization” (1990, para. 33).  
During a 1990 Papal address, Pope John Paul II recognized the need for a renewed 
effort to revitalize Catholic Christian evangelical and catechetical efforts to engage in 
active dialogue in a pluralistic world.  Modeled after the missionary efforts of St. Paul 
as accounted in the New Testament, Pope John Paul II reminds Catholic leaders of the 
mission to spread the message of the Gospel to all people amid complex cultural 
circumstances.  This includes engaging in dialogue with people in various states of life 
and religious disposition.  Pope John Paul II reminded the Church of the missionary 
mandate to bring the message of Christianity to both those who are unfamiliar with the 
tradition, and to continue serving those living in Catholic enclaves.  Pope John Paul II 
announced the need to provide faith formation to those in the intermediate situation 
“where entire groups of the baptized have lost a living sense of the faith, or even no 
longer consider themselves members of the Church, and live a life far removed from 
Christ and his Gospel.”  In this case John Paul II described a need for a “new 
evangelization’ or a ‘re-evangelization” (1990, #33).  John Paull II compare this 
missionary effort to that of St. Paul who first brought the message of Christianity to 
the Greek people.  St. Paul’s missionary work introduced and shared the Christian 
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message through a dialogue with the people of the ancient Mediterranean world.   The 
recognized focus of the Pope John Paul II’s New Evangelization is to engage in 
contemporary society through respectful dialogue.  Assenting to the need for stronger 
contextual engagement with young people as described by Pope John Paul II, religious 
education scholar Kathleen Engebreston further characterizes this approach for 
catechists to maintain a “faithful presence within” (2014, p. 54).   
 Maintaining a “faithful presence within” entails building and maintaining 
relationships through authentic dialogue between the teacher and individual students.  
Engebretson (2014) warns of a common temptation of Religious Educators that can 
both be characterized as an attempt to “change the world” (p. 52).  Engebretson (2014) 
explains that at times, some ardent religious instructors understand the Christian 
message as counter to, or in battle with, the secular society.  Other Religious 
Educators may feel drawn to highlight the destructive nature of capitalism and 
environmental degradation.  Instead of using words such as “redeeming the culture, 
transforming the world, reclaiming culture, reforming the culture, and changing the 
world” (p. 52), Engebreston argues that the educator needs to employ a gentler 
approach.  Utilizing the spirit of the New Evangelization entails building a fruitful 
dialogue of mutual respect and understanding.  The role of the Religious Educator is to 
embody the Christian tradition as a living example.  This gentler approach can offer 
testimony and support for existing aspects of culture that are virtuous and beneficial to 
the common good.  At the same time, Religious Educators can also offer valuable 
critiques of society revealing currently understood morally unacceptable practices.  
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Engebreston (2014) provides the following summary of this relational approach to 
religious education: 
Meeting this culture and eager to witness within it to Christianity, the Catholic 
educator must listen with attention to the young people who live in the culture, 
trying empathetically to enter their world in order to know wherein this 
cultural goodness and truth can be found and where inhumanity and untruth 
lie” (p. 53-54). 
Living a ‘faithful presence within’ is the most effective method of providing Religious 
Education amid the pluralistic community of students within the common Catholic 
high school setting of today. (Engebretson, 2014). 
The New Evangelization directs Catholic leaders to engage in respectful 
dialogue between faith and culture (Engebretson, 2014).  Recognizing a need to clarify 
and articulate this interchange within the Catholic Religious Education classroom, 
Engebretson (2014) designed a curricular model to further explain this dynamic 
process.  The two main elements of interaction involve the spiritual and religious 




Figure 3. Kathleen Engebretson’s (2014) Methodology of Religious Education 
Engebretson’s (2014) model outlines the process of religious education as 
indicative of three crucial elements.  The education element of the model invites 
reflective and critical engagement with new material and content.  This fundamentally 
leads to a process of understanding as represented in the model culminating with a 
transformative experience.  However, within the third element resides the intended 
goal of religious education, to increase appreciation of the tradition.  As Engebretson 
articulates, “This goal [appreciation] encompasses the possibility of students’ growth 
in awareness of their own spirituality, beliefs and values in light of the spirituality, 
beliefs and values of the Catholic tradition” (p. 81).  As stated throughout her work, 
Engebretson (2014) argues that Religious Education can be meaningful and important 
amid diverse religious perspectives.  The goal of appreciation is not for all students to 
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think and act in the same way, but instead to inspire intentionally discerned ways of 
thinking, believing, and acting. 
This model further projects that cognitive understanding and appreciation is 
increased with the additional opportunities for affective and experiential components 
(Engebretson, 2014).  The affective process of learning engages the student to further 
consider the larger implications of the content of study and discover personal meaning.  
Religious education teachers are encouraged to make affective learning explicit 
through meaningful reflection exercises.  Experiential components are intended to 
immerse students within the tradition to gain direct access to the concepts of study in 
real life.  This can include service learning, retreats, liturgies, and prayer services that 
fortify the understanding and appreciation of religious education (Engebretson, 2014).  
Therefore, the religious education classroom is the meeting place where the spiritual 
lifeworld of the student can interact with the lifeworld of Catholicism.   
Drawing from the spirit of the directives within the New Evangelization (Pope 
John Paul II, 1990), Engebretson (2014) further explains the interaction of different 
student perspectives with that of the Catholic tradition.  Diverse religious perspectives 
among Catholic high schools today present cohorts of young people with vastly 
different amounts of prior knowledge and experience regarding the Catholic tradition 
(Engebretson, 2014).  In most cases, Religious Education needs to be presented as a 
new horizon of study, much like the beginning study of a world language.   
Religious Education teachers serve as the mediators connecting the life of the 
student with that of the Catholic tradition.  As described earlier in this paper, the 
recommended posture of the religious educator is that of a “faithful presence within” 
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(Engebretson, 2014, p. 54), which entails modeling the Catholic tradition by 
welcoming and embracing the diverse experiences and perspectives of the students.  
The religious educator needs to be cognizant and respectful of the students’ family 
life, peer groups, experiences, cultural influences, personal development, and 
countless other factors.  The role of the teacher is to mediate culturally meaningful 
connections between the two different spheres of experience.  Additionally, 
Engebretson (2014) recommends that the role of the religious educator is to be 
“empathetic in that it listens with respect to the lifeworld of the student and student 
community and genuinely seeks to know what it is like to inhabit that lifeworld” (p. 
81).  She also notes that this theory of mediation is easier said than done.  However, 
Religious Education can be successful and enjoyable when the student is respected 
and engaged in accordance with the wisdom of Catholicism (Engebretson, 2014).  The 
outcomes of this dialogical process are considered next.  
Short-Term Outputs of Catholic High School Religious Education 
The programmatic outcomes for St. Jerome High School were collaboratively 
written by the St. Jerome Religious Education Department.  The current mission 
statement and twelve programmatic outcomes are the result of a two-day collaborative 
professional development session that took place during the month of June of 2017.  
The department discussed and evaluated the phrasing of each outcome.  At the time of 
this study, the department has not assessed the success of these outcomes.  This study 
seeks to enhance the effectiveness and perceived relevance of this list of outcomes as 
reflected by recent graduates.  In total, the twelve outcomes articulated by the 
Religious Studies department seeks to provide a holistic education.  Religious 
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education scholar Patrick Manning (2014) fully supports this dynamic outcome of 
Religious Education, arguing that Catholic schools would benefit from more clearly 
defining the exact nature of a faith formation program.  To review the full list of 
departmental outcomes, see Appendix A. 
Long-Term Outputs of Catholic High School Religious Education 
Seminal religious education scholar Thomas Groome (1980, 1991) posits that 
the purpose of Christian religious education is to pass on a living faith tradition from 
one generation to the next.  Groome (1980, 1991) and Manning (2014) further explain 
that Religious Education provides a faith formation experience that cultivates a 
knowledge of the Catholic faith (cognitive), refines personal beliefs in light of 
Catholic teachings (affective), and inspires a life of action (behavioral).  Given the 
pluralistic nature of the contemporary Catholic high school classroom (Engebretson, 
2014, Manning, 2018), providing a four-year educative experience to deepen the 
spiritual understandings, beliefs, and behaviors of young people is described as a 
noble and high-order task.   
 
Figure 4. Groome’s (1980, 1991, & 2011) Purpose of Religious Education 
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The cognitive dimension of Religious Education involves understanding and 
contemplating the teachings and traditions of the Catholic Church (Manning, 2014, 
Groome, 1980, 1991).  The quest for cognitive understanding is a valuable dimension 
to faith development, but Groome (1980, 1991) warns that this dimension in Western 
society can overshadow the process.  Theologically, faith is understood as a divine or 
innate gift from God as well as a an intellectual assent to the doctrinal teachings of the 
Church.  The cognitive dimension of faith develops simultaneously with the affective 
and behavioral dimension.  This intellectual exercise is important, yet, is not isolated 
from the other two dimensions of religious education.  Groome (1980, 1991, & 2011) 
cautions against the temptation to isolate the act of belief and intellectual wrangling as 
the starting point or the supreme dimension of religious education.  The challenge of 
prioritizing the cognitive dimension is that it can be understood as independent of 
faith.  To restate the purpose of Christian religious education is to foster a living faith.  
Therefore, religious education avoids the temptation of over-emphasizing the 
cognitive apart from the affective and behavioral dimensions. 
The affective dimension of religious education is closely associated with 
personal beliefs.  Equating faith with believing, Goome (1980, 1991) considers that 
the second dimension of religious education is based on trust.  Groome (1980, 1991) 
recounts that throughout the Bible, the value of faith is synonymous with discerning 
and following the will of God.  From the described origins of humanity in the book of 
Genesis through the development of the Christian community in the New Testament, 
the people of God are reminded to put their faith and trust in the work of God.  The 
core of belief is a trusting relationship.  The role of religious education is to foster 
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opportunities to communicate and build relationships of trust with God, others, and 
self.  Manning (2014) and Groome (2011) further explain that relational development 
entails the formation of the heart, by which, the student is guided to better understand 
seek right living with others.  The affective dimension is the formation of trust in God.  
One’s actions are the basis of the third dimension of religious education.  The 
cognitive and affective dimensions of Religious Education are complete when they are 
applied in real life (Groome 1980, 1991).   More specifically, Catholic Religious 
Education seeks to form people who serve their neighbors as a demonstration of one’s 
love for God.  This call to action and service as an outward expression of love is 
intended to benefit not just the practitioner of faith but also the wider community.  
Religious Education guides students to put into action they believe, thereby so gaining 
a greater sense of relationship with God, others, and themselves.   
Groome (1980, 1991) reflected further on the triune nature of Religious 
Education.  The three dimensions of religious faith are interconnected, and do not 
precede one another in order of importance.  For example, belief does not necessarily 
precipitate action or trusting.  Instead, faith as belief, trust, and action are all realities 
that are interrelated and mutually inform the other dimensions in real time.  This is an 
important aspect of religious education in that one arena of faith development is 
interconnected to the others and therefore cannot be conveyed in isolation to the other 
two.  An emphasis on the cognitive dimension can lead to overly intellectualized 
pursuits.  Focusing solely on the affective dimension averts one’s responsibility to the 
world around them.  Lastly, faith as merely doing becomes disconnected from the 
dimensions that ground the work of faith.  Therefore, Groome (1980, 1991) advocates 
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for Religious Education to seek a balance of the three dimensions of faith in that 
allows for Christian praxis, a systematic approach to faith that invites continuous 
reflection and action.   
Related Studies Concerning the Impact of Catholic High School Religious 
Education 
An examination of related studies concerning Religious Education will help 
inform the analysis of this program evaluation.  Synthesized below are related studies 
demonstrating current understanding of the impact of Religious Education. 
Young Catholic America: Emerging Adults In, Out of, and Gone from the 
Church. Following the study by Smith and Denton (2005) that described teenage 
spiritual profiles in the book Soul Searching, Smith, Longest, Hill, and Christofferson 
(2014) engaged in a follow-up study to better understand the dynamics of young 
Catholic religiosity over the course of a five-year period from the ages of 13-17 to 18-
23.  This quantitative (N = 2,432) longitudinal study used a growth-cure model in 
order to establish different religious trajectories.  The findings of this study are 
important for people who are invested in the religious and faith formation of young 
people. 
The Smith et al. (2014) study offers three conclusions regarding the religious 
trajectories of young Catholics.  The first is that the relationship of a strong religious 
mentor is critical for successful religious socialization and continued spiritual practice.  
The second is that adherents of the faith who internalize the Catholic worldview as a 
teenager are more likely to maintain and understand the personal and social benefits 
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from this perspective.  Lastly, regular spiritual and devotional practices reinforce the 
faith commitment of young people.   
Of these three findings, Smith et al. (2014) emphasize the need for strong 
religious mentors in the lives of young Catholics.  The presence of a strong religious 
role model is not a guarantee, but the absence of one will almost certainly lead to 
drifting participation.  Therefore, for Religious Educators, creating rapport, building 
relationships, and sustaining connections is a paramount concern.  As Smith et. al 
(2014) describe:  
“Sociologically speaking, religious institutions, programs, and practices matter 
because they foster and guide these relationships.  In the absence of such 
relationship, the institutions, programs and practices can feel empty to teens 
and thus become almost totally ineffective.  But when they succeed in 
cultivating healthy relationships that foster religious faith and human 
flourishing, they can be very powerful indeed in passing on the Catholic faith” 
(2014, Conclusion section, para. 3 [within the section citing]).  
 
The Smith et. al (2014) study also sought to examine differences in religiosity 
between students who attend private Catholic high school and their public-school 
peers five years after graduation.  The results of the study demonstrated that attending 
Catholic high school is a significant indicator confirming affiliation with the Catholic 
Church.  However, the difference may be mostly accounted for due to “selection” 
effect in that the religiosity of Catholic high school parents are more involved in 
church life than their public-school parent counterparts (Smith, et. al, 2014).  
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However, the authors cautiously recognize that for young people with low-religious 
parents, Catholic high schools maintain a positive effect.  The researchers call this as 
“the Catholic school effect” (Smith, et. al, 2014).   
Understanding the causal mechanisms of religiosity is complicated (Smith et. 
al, 2014).  Given the limitations of ensuring these links as well as the limited scope of 
this study population, the researchers posit the following conclusions.  The first is that 
religious formation in Catholic schools may explain continued religious practices in 
young adulthood.  This influence is viewed as marginal in that religious practice is 
sporadic, but not extinct.  The researchers recognize this as a low threshold but in 
comparison to other Catholics, sporadic continued practice is important.   
The second aspect of the Catholic school effect is that young people within the 
system can build and maintain social networks with other Catholics, which in turn 
supports continued practice (Smit et. al, 2014).  The decreasing percentage of Catholic 
students within the Catholic high school network is viewed as detrimental to this 
effect. 
The third contribution of the Catholic school effect is related to the cultural 
immersion of being part of a Catholic school.  Beyond the direct programming related 
to religious formation and the network of Catholic friends as described above, being 
part of the Catholic school culture demonstrates an impact on young people who 
entered the school with little to no religious background (Smith et. al, 2014).  Again, 
the impact is minimal and modest, but the data concludes that students without strong 
religious associations maintain a level of association with religious practice. 
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What Do Our Children Know About Their Faith? For over forty years, the 
National Catholic Education Association has assessed the religious knowledge and 
attitudes of students in both Catholic schools and parish catechetical programs 
(Convey, 2010).  The assessment tool, known as the Assessment of Children Religious 
Education (ACRE), has evolved to include an analysis of student beliefs, attitudes, 
practices, and perceptions.  The study is designed for students of three different age 
groups, grade 5 (Level 1), grades 8 or 9 (Level 2), and grade 11 or 12 (Level 3).  The 
assessment tool is divided into two main parts.  The first part of the test includes eight 
different sections highlighting content knowledge aligned with the teachings found 
with the Catechism of the Catholic Church (Catholic Church, 1994).  This portion of 
the test is objective in nature in order to determine cognitive knowledge of the content 
of faith.   The second portion of the assessment seeks to understand students’ personal 
beliefs, attitudes, practices, and perceptions.  This portion of the test uses a four-point 
scale with the options 4=Strongly Agree, 3=Agree, 2=Disagree, and 1=Stronly 
Disagree.  The data collected during the 2004-2005 school year was used for Convey’s 
(2010) analysis. 
The findings of the Convey (2010) study provide an array of conclusions on 
the general effectiveness of Catholic Religious Education.  For example, 
understanding the centrality of the person of Jesus and his role in salvation is a topic 
universally understood.  However, students were less successful demonstrating an 
understanding the doctrine of the Trinity.  Concerning scripture, students revealed a 
general understanding of often-used passages but inadequately grasp the other parts of 
the Bible.  Students who attend Mass more frequently scored higher than those who do 
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not.  In relation to the celebration of the liturgical year, students lacked an 
understanding of special feast days and associated mysteries of faith.  In general, the 
findings of the Convey (2010) study and the ACRE test overall provide a diagnostic 
tool for revealing the discrete aspects of the faith that students have or have not 
acquired.   
Convey (2010) does offer several recommendations based on the results of 
2004-2005 ACRE test.  Primarily, the teacher is the single most important factor in the 
classroom, and therefore more preparation is needed to train and develop effective 
religious educators.  Second, using data from the study, schools of religious education 
need to target areas of weak understandings.  Finally he recommends the continued 
development of the reliability and validity of the ACRE tool (Convey, 2010).   
A Need for Understanding Student Experience  
The lack of data concerning students’ direct experience of the curriculum is a 
serious gap in these analyses.  Expounding on the work of John Dewey (1949), 
Erickson and Shultz (1992) posit that since students are the direct recipients of 
educational endeavors, accessing their experience is critically important.  Educators 
need to better understand students’ experience of curriculum in order to determine the 
efficacy and relevance of the classroom experience (Erickson & Shultz, 1992).  
Engaging in a process of understanding student experience is a pathway to improved 
instruction. 
Understanding student experience involves an examination of the layers of 
curriculum design (Erickson & Shultz, 1992).  The manifest curriculum consists of the 
intentionally designed learning experiences and outcomes as constructed by 
45 
 
educational professionals.  While curriculum guides are ubiquitous in education, the 
research of Erickson and Shultz (1992) revealed that very little empirical or 
conceptual studies examine the subjective response of the students themselves.   
The second layer of curriculum is called the enacted curriculum (Erickson & 
Shultz, 1992).  This facet of the curriculum consists of the materials selected, the 
provided instructional activities, the classroom tone, and other classroom variables.  
Given the unique qualities of every teacher and multiplicity of learning environments, 
the enacted curriculum is complex.     
The third layer includes the implicit realities known as the hidden curriculum.  
This level of curriculum accounts for the students’ understanding of what is not 
important based on the instruction.  The finite nature of curricular decisions includes 
what is not taught.  The reality of the hidden curriculum can color future endeavors of 
learning.  Erickson and Shultz (1992) point out that by gaining access to students’ 
experience of the curriculum, teachers can better uncover the hidden curriculum to 
reveal dissonance with certain student groups and build capacity for more culturally 
responsive teaching.   
Amid the complexities of obtaining and understanding the direct feedback 
from students regarding curriculum, Erickson and Schultz (1992) offer several 
suggestions for conducting such research.  They recommend collecting both 
quantitative and narrative data in order to seek the greatest level of depth and breadth 
in relation to curricular goals and accomplishments.  This multi-level examination of 
student experience, can help close gaps in the manifest, enacted, and hidden curricula 
of future educational designs.  
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A Need for Listening to Student Voice  
As described in this chapter, the focus of the New Evangelization is to 
reconnect the content of faith with young people’s culture (Engebretson, 2014; 
Pontifical Council for the Promotion of the New Evangelization, 2020; Pope John 
Paul II, 1990).  Furthermore, the directive of Pope Francis and Magisterial Church 
leaders (Synod of Bishops, 2018) advise leaders to maintain a posture of listening with 
contemporary youth culture to bridge the existing generational divide.  Through the 
power of listening to student voice, teaching may become more relevant, students may 
become more engaged, and school communities can become more culturally 
responsive (Beaton, 2019; Caetano, Freire, & Machado, 2020).  A qualitative study is 
necessary to better understand and engage in the questions, lived experience, and faith 
lives of young people today in regard to religious education.  Student voice is critical 
in the process of a program evaluation intended to revitalize the faith formation 












Chapter 3: Methodology 
The experience of Religious Education is intended to provide a 
transformational space through which students may encounter and gain a greater 
affinity for the Catholic tradition (Engebretson, 2014).  The goals of religious 
education are not merely to provide knowledge about religion but instead to engender 
a holistic world view that encompasses cognitive, affective, and behavioral 
dimensions (Groome, 1980, 1991; Manning 2014).  Therefore, this study aimed to 
gain a deeper understanding of the function of the four-year high school Religious 
Education program through the memories, reflections, and recommendations of recent 
graduates to inform and reform curricular decisions to improve the experience for 
future students. 
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the influence of a Catholic high 
school religious education program in relation to subsequent religious affiliation of 
recent graduates.  Below are the four research questions addressed in this program 
evaluation.  The following discussion explains the methodological design of a 
program evaluation (Patton, 2012) as an effective approach for this study.  This 
chapter will discuss the rationale, setting, participants, role of the researcher, data 
collection methods, ethical considerations, data analysis, and issues of trustworthiness.  
Research Questions 
Quality program evaluation questions flow naturally from the intended 
outcomes to better understand actual results.  The questions must be embraced as 
relevant by the intended users (the people who operate the program) to obtain critical 
data which then can lead to actionable responses (Patton, 2012).  The research 
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questions for this study sought observations and experiences of recent graduates to 
reflect both the perceived strengths and weaknesses of classroom practice.  Therefore, 
the questions below illuminated the educative experience of recent graduates in 
relation to an end goal of increasing students’ affinity with the Catholic Church 
(Engebretson, 2014) and in relation to the designed outcomes of knowing, believing, 
and living one’s faith (Groome, 1980, 1991, 2011; Manning 2014). 
RQ1: How do recent high school graduates of the past three years evaluate 
their experience of formal Catholic high school religious education in 
relation to their own personal religious affiliation? 
RQ2D1: Cognitive Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school religious 
education program shape recent graduates’ knowledge of the Catholic 
faith?  
RQ3D2: Affective Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school religious 
education program shape recent graduates’ faith formation? 
RQ4D3: Behavioral Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school 
religious education program shape recent graduates’ life choices?  
Rationale for Methodology  
Successful program evaluations are designed to engage the primary intended 
users throughout the entire process (Patton, 2012).  Additionally, qualitative studies 
gain access to the necessary content to understand complex problems that are not 
easily quantifiable (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  This study explored the underlying 
cultural and contextual features in which todays Catholic school students exist.  
Furthermore, qualitative studies empower the voice and stories of those who are often 
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minimized or underrepresented (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Recently, the institutional 
leadership of the Catholic Church (Synod of Bishops, 2018) recognized that a 
problematic generational divide exists between younger and older Catholics. In 
response, the Bishops of the Church are encouraging Catholic leadership around the 
world to engage with the needs and desires of young people.  This is particularly true 
for those aiming to improve the educative experience of religious education. A 
qualitative study is best suited to empower the voices of recent graduates and help 
close this generational gap.   
A program evaluation case study is a methodological approach that can gather 
and analyze quantitative and qualitative data to both amplify student voice and reveal 
programmatic effectiveness as perceived by recent graduates (McDavid, et. al 2013; 
Patton, 2012).  This study utilized an online survey followed by focus group 
interviews to collect the reflections and stories of recent graduates in relation to their 
experience of Religious Education.  This study aimed to carefully listen to and 
understand the graduate experience from different religious perspectives.  Krueger and 
Casey (2019) describe this process as a means, “to see the issue through the eyes and 
hearts of the target audience” (p. 8).  Qualitative responses can reveal the complex 
nature of program effectiveness and perceived personal relevance (Brady, McDavid, 
Huse, & Hawthorn, 2013).   
There are three distinct stages of program evaluations (Patton, 2012).  First, 
observable data is collected and gathered into a report.  Second, the report is presented 
to intended users.  Finally, the intended users implement programmatic changes based 
on corresponding feedback.  Patton (2012) stresses that the evaluation report is not an 
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end unto itself. The findings are only meaningful when properly translated into an 
accompanying action of structural change.  Therefore, the involvement of the intended 
users is critical throughout the entire process of evaluation (Patton, 2012).  The 
intended users of this study are the teachers of the Religious Education department 
who own the capacity to enact curricular modifications based on the findings of the 
study. 
Context  
The purpose of a program evaluation is to support groups or organizations to 
become more efficacious in meeting a programmatic goal or mission (Patton, 2012).  
For this study, the primary intended users are the Religious Education Department 
members of a Catholic high school located in the Western portion of the United States.  
From this point forward, the school will be referenced by the pseudonym St. Jerome’s 
High School.  This four-year, secondary school hosts an average class size between 
150-200 students per year with a cumulative average population between 600 to 700 
students.  The Religious Education department consists of four Religious Education 
full-time teachers and three part-time teachers who also perform additional 
responsibilities in the school.  The membership of the department remained somewhat 
stable over the course of the previous five years with only two personnel changes. 
The curricular Religious Education program of St. Jerome High School 
requires eight successful semesters of study.  The flow of the program is sequential for 
the first three years including the following courses:  Introduction to Catholic 
Christianity and Sacred Scriptures during the Freshmen year.  Christology and The 
Paschal Mystery in Sophomore year, and Catholic Moral Thinking and Catholic Social 
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Teaching in the Junior year.  Senior students are required to complete two of the 
following electives over the course of the year: World Religions, Christian Leadership, 
Christian Lifestyles, Faith and Media, or summer school Sacred Space [interactive 
comparative religious study].   
The broader faith formation mission of Catholic schools traditionally takes 
place through a variety of platforms including formal religious education, structured 
retreats, liturgical prayer services, non-liturgical prayer services, and service-learning 
opportunities (Martin, 2016).  The natures and designs of each formation program are 
inter-related.  However, the scope of this study is to evaluate the formative classroom 
experience.   
Participants 
This program evaluation sought out participants from the graduating classes of 
2017, 2018, and 2019 totaling approximately 450 young adults.  Graduates from these 
classes ranged between 20 to 23 years old.  Utilizing the school alumni office and 
contacts, these graduates were first contacted via an email invitation to take part in a 
short online survey.  Additionally, these same graduates were invited to provide 
further personal information to volunteer in a follow up focus group interview.  The 
focus groups were selected through a process of purposeful sampling (Creswell & 
Poth, 2018). 
Survey Group. With the assistance from the St. Jerome’s Alumni Association, 
graduates were contacted via email to take an online survey.   There are several 
reasons for inviting this population for the study.  First, these graduates recently 
experienced the total religious education program.  Currently enrolled students only 
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hold a partial understanding of the incremental and recursive nature of the four-year 
designed program.  Secondly, recent graduates, as compared to those who graduated 
longer ago, hold the strongest memories of their experience of the program and 
therefore can most reliably draw upon their memories of the program.  Third, these 
young graduates are situated in life after high school and can serve as experts in the 
field with special considerations of important topics, knowledge, and skills to address 
in current religious programming.  Members of the class of 2020 were excluded from 
the study population due to the disruptive nature of the COVID-19 pandemic.   
Focus Group Interviews.  At the end of the survey, graduates were invited to 
take part in a follow-up focus group interview.  In order to gather responses based on 
religious affiliation patterns of being Catholic, formerly Catholic, non-Catholic 
Christian, or no religious affiliation, a strategy known as criterion sampling (McDavid, 
Huse, & Hawthorn, 2013) was used to gather representatives from these four different 
religious identities.  As inclusive learning communities (Trollinger, 2019), Catholic 
schools welcome a wide diversity of students based on different financial, racial, and 
religious perspectives.  Given the plurality of students that encompasses the mission of 
Catholic schools to provide a religious education experience, it is important to 
consider a wide range of perspectives in this study.  Additionally, the purpose of this 
study is to examine levels of affiliation of recent graduates in relation to their 
experience of the formal Religious Education program.  As presented in Table 2, the 





Table 3  
Focus Group Selection 




#1 Catholic  
(n = 8) 
Catholic Catholic 
#2 Former Catholic  
(n = 5) 
Catholic No Religious Affiliation 
#3 Non-Catholic Christian  




#4 No Religious Affiliation  
(n  = 5) 
No Religious 
Affiliation 
No Religious Affiliation 
 
Instrumentation 
Quality program evaluations require carefully designed research 
instrumentation that invites participants to provide the necessary data to assess quality 
and effectiveness (Patton, 2012).  This program evaluation sought to amplify student 
voice in the curricular design of religious education and therefore utilized a two-step 
process involving a survey followed by focus group interviews. 
Survey Instrument. The survey instrument gathered data through a Qualtrics 
survey generated by the researcher and included three parts.  Using the precept 
developed and promoted by Patton (2012), the questions were designed to collect 
information that would inform the intended users (the researcher and the Religious 
Education department).   
Part one of the survey collected information regarding graduate religious 
affiliation.  Respondents were asked to report their religious affiliation both at the start 
of their high school experience as well as their current identity.  These data points 
helped demonstrate trends in religious affiliation in relation to national studies.  
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Additionally, the affiliation information helped disaggregate the voice of students by 
religious perspectives.  The initial question about religious affiliation also provided 
optional space for graduates to provide further narrative responses in addition to a 
numerical assessment noting impact of the program overall.   
The second part of the survey invited participants to evaluate the effectiveness 
of St. Jerome High School’s End of Program Outcomes.  The articulation of the 
mission and departmental outcomes were updated during a two-day process at the end 
of the 2017 academic school year by the current Religious Education department.  For 
each of these items, respondents selected from a five-point rating scale of extremely 
effective to not effective at all.  Students were offered optional space to provide 
narrative commentary in addition to the numerical response.   
The third part of the survey requested demographic information.  Questions in 
this section asked for graduation year, gender, and ethnicity.  Additionally, graduates 
were invited to take part in a one-hour focus group interview to provide further 
explanations.  For those interested, the survey requested the necessary contact 
information to facilitate this gathering as a virtual online Zoom meeting.   
Focus Group Interview Protocol. The focus group protocol for this study 
utilized a question route approach (Krueger & Casey, 2009).  Question routes maintain 
a consistent, sequential, and conversational interview between all groups interviewed. 
The protocol consisted of questions designed to reveal students’ experience of 
religious education, and to consider the strengths and shortcomings of the program.  
Graduates appraised whether the formal educative process impacted their current 
religious affiliation and offered their candid suggestions for improvement.  The 
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questions were intentionally phrased to allow participants to comment freely on their 
experience. 
Both the survey and the focus group interview protocol were pilot tested.  The 
pilot reviewers of these instruments included fellow doctoral students designing 
similar studies.  One cohort member suggested the addition of the ground rule stating 
that a balance of voices will be sought.  Additionally, the survey and focus group 
instruments were piloted with a group of four recent graduates (2 male and 2 female) 
of similar age and with comparable Catholic high school religious education 
experience.  The group was a mixture of different religious affiliations.  No content 
data was collected from the interview.  However, the group did provide valuable 
feedback concerning the design of the focus group process.  The group appreciated 
seeing the content discussed on the screen as a focal point of discussion.  The group 
agreed that seeing a originating perspective sparked ideas of further contributions.  
Without questions or quotations on the screen, the participants responses were vague 
and limited in scope.  The pilot focus group also supported the idea of gathering by 
religious affiliation and agreed that participants would feel more comfortable sharing 
their opinions with like-minded people.  The group also provided enthusiastic support 
for the study.  One respondent remarked that it gave him a chance to reflect on the 
meaning and importance his own high school Religious Education experience.  The 
pilot group also expressed support for the Qualtrics survey and stated that it was clear, 






Program evaluations are intended to provide information for intended users 
regarding the efficacy of attaining pre-determined goals and objectives of a group, 
team, or organization (McDavid, et el., 2013).  This methodological approach can 
utilize a range of methods for collecting data including quantitative, qualitative, or 
both.  Decisions regarding data collection and data analysis are selected in relation to 
fulfilling the purpose of the study as determined by the professional researcher 
(McDavid, et el., 2013).  A challenge common to program evaluations is that the data 
needed for determining program effectiveness is either not easily quantifiable or 
readily available.  As McDavid, et. al (2013) account, “A scarcity of resources often 
means that key program outcomes that require specific data collection efforts are 
either not measured or are measured with data that may or may not be intended for 
that purpose” (2013, p. 4).  Therefore, the art of program evaluations requires an in-
depth understanding of the program being studied and a careful selection of research 
tools to determine effectiveness. 
The following is a step by step procedure that will guide the ethical and 
efficacious practices of this study.  Table 3 also details this timeline. 
1. After approval by the IRB, the researcher hosted the first of three Religious 
Education department meetings.  The active engagement with primary decision 
makers throughout the program evaluation process increases the likelihood of 
implementing future programmatic changes (Patton, 2012).  This initial 
gathering introduced this team of teachers to the formative process of this 
program evaluation.  Formative evaluations are designed to “provide feedback 
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and advice for improving a program” (McDavid, et. al 2013, p. 485) The 
researcher explained that the nature of this assessment is to build on current 
strengths as well as seeking knowledge to improve future practice.  
Additionally, this meeting engaged the primary users by completing a 
multistep situation analysis (Patton, 2012).  This included the introduction and 
the examination of the proposed logic model used for this study, illuminating 
current practice.  Second, the team considered the primary stakeholders and 
their interests.  Third, the team discussed the history of previous program 
evaluations and discerned the potential benefits of this study.  The last 
discussion point of the meeting entailed members of the department sharing 
thoughts, concerns, and areas of improvement concerning current practice. 
This initial meeting with key decision makers concluded with the researcher 
assuring the Religious Education department of the formative nature of the 
study, seeking to gain access to student voice in order to improve future 
instructional practice.  According to seminal program evaluation researcher 
Michael Patton (2012), this active engagement with decision makers is 
essential to the future use of the findings of the study  
2. Coinciding with the initial departmental meeting, the Religious Education 
Program Evaluation Survey was emailed out and made available through the 
Qualtrics application to the graduated classes of 2017, 2018, and 2019.  The 
survey was live for approximately three weeks. Email communication was 
facilitated by the school’s Director of Alumni Relations.  A follow-up 
reminder email with a differently worded invitation was sent approximately 
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one week after the initial invitation.  The Alumni Office also advertised the 
survey through the school’s social media channels.  Lastly, students from each 
of the three graduating classes were contacted directly to help promote the 
participation of the study through current social networking channels.  
3. The subsequent two weeks entailed analyzing the initial survey data to draft 
the focus group interview protocol utilizing graduate commentary as points of 
discussion.  Graduate focus group volunteers were notified, and meetings were 
scheduled according to participant availability.   
4. From October 15, 2020 through October 20, 2020, four different virtual focus 
group interviews were hosted by the researcher.  Each gathering on Zoom was 
recorded and securely stored on the Zoom cloud.  The content was stored on a 
password protected external drive as well.  Each meeting was initially 
transcribed with the Zoom transcription feature.  The researcher then reviewed 
the transcriptions, editing for accuracy.     
5. December 4, 2020 – January 5, 2021 the researcher analyzed the data and 
drafted an initial report of the findings from the data collected for review with 
the Religious Education department. 
6. On January 12, 2021 the researcher hosted the second of three Religious 
Studies department meetings to share and discuss the themes and findings from 
the interviews.  At the conclusion of this meeting, the Religious Education 




7. Approximately one-week later on January 20, 2021, the researcher hosted a 
third meeting with the Religious Education department to discuss teaching 
implications reflective of the gathered data.  
8. Based on the collection, sharing, and discussing of data and actionable steps, 
the researcher will write the final chapter of this dissertation study 
9. On Monday, April 5, 2021 the researcher presented and defended his 
dissertation.  In the subsequent days, the researcher edited the final draft of the 
dissertation. 
Table 4 
Program Evaluation Dissertation Study Timeline  
Date(s)  Phase Task 
August 5, 2020 Proposal Defense 
Preparation and 
submission 
Chapters 1-3 were submitted to the 
committee for review. Created 
proposal defense slide show and 
practice with PLC 
August 26, 2020 Proposal Defense Over Zoom, proposal defense 
presentation. 
August 27, 2020 IRB Submitted paperwork for IRB 
approval to begin study 
September 2, 2020 Approval from IRB After approval from IRB, data 
collection began 





The survey was emailed to all the 
graduates between the years of 2017-
2019.  In addition, social media posts 
through the alumni office promoted 
participation   
September 4, 2020 RE Dept. Meeting 1 Invited key decision makers to 
partake in the program evaluation 
process. Presented the basis of the 
study and sought input on the 





Analyzed the data gained from the 
survey and selected focus group 
interview participant groups.   
October 1-2, 2020 Focus Group Invited and organized the logistics of 
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Interview Planning 4 Zoom focus group interviews.  
Sent follow up reminder messages 
before each gathering. 
October 7-30, 2020 Focus Group 
Interviews 
Planed, organized, and hosted 4 
Zoom focus group interviews based 




from the interview 




Data Analysis Coding Cycle 1 
December 1 – 
January 7, 2021 
Data Analysis Coding Cycle 2 – Prepared data for 
evaluation by the RE Dept. 
January 12, 2021 RE Dept. Meeting 2 Presented the findings from the 
survey and focus group interviews to 
RE Dept. 
January 20, 2021 RE Dept. Meeting 3 Invited RE Department to propose 
and select actionable adjustments to 
the RE curriculum and practice 
based on feedback 
March 1 – March 
22 
Wrote chapter 5 Used the data collected from prior 
phases of the research process, 
collated themes and curricular 
decisions by the RE department to 
write the study conclusion and 
propose recommendations for future 
research. 
April 5, 2021 Dissertation 
Defense 
Final dissertation defense 




Completed final revisions based on 
feedback from the Dissertation 
Committee  
May 9, 2021 Graduate Ed.D.  
 
Role of the Researcher  
The researcher is a high school religious educator of 14 years with additional 
experience in campus ministry and university residence life.  He holds two master’s 
degrees with one in education (MAT) and another in pastoral ministry (MDiv).  
Through direct experience in the field, this researcher understands the pervasive 
challenge to design and implement a rigorous, holistic, and relevant religious 
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educational learning experiences for a diverse audience (Engebretson, 2014).  The 
researcher’s own experience as a graduate of a Catholic high school and involvement 
in the field of religious education compels the researcher to gain a deeper 
understanding of the relational complexity of quality religious education.   
Bias is a reality that the researcher needed to intentionally mitigate.  
Bracketing is a method used by researchers to raise awareness of their own point of 
view to reduce bias (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Bracketing entails journaling the 
thoughts, feelings, and expectations of the researcher and then sets them aside 
recognizing that that the study requires a fresh point of view.  Although imperfect, 
stating expectations and raising one’s consciousness to the reality of bias is helpful.   
Ethical Considerations 
Every facet of this study was designed to follow proper ethical procedures.  
Gathering of data did not begin until granted permission by the Institutional Review 
Board.  All data collected was kept stored on a secure password protected device.  The 
personal identification of all participants was kept anonymous and pseudonyms used 
to attribute any direct quotations.  Participant permission was obtained using a written 
permission sheet at the start of both the survey and the focus group interviews.  The 
researcher aimed to build rapport and transparency by explaining the purpose of the 
study.   
Data Analysis 
Analyzing qualitative data is a recursive process that involves intentional 
organization of gathered information, mindful interpretation, and finally representing 
the emergent findings of the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  This section will outline 
62 
 
and explain the data analysis process used for this study: (1) Management and 
organization; (2) Introductory engagement of primary intended users; (3) Phase 1: 
Survey data analysis; (4) Phase 2: Focus group interview analysis; (5) Formative 
engagement of primary users.  
Management and organization. Gathering accurate and representational 
voices of participants is imperative to forming quality outcomes which can be 
leveraged to improve future organizational practice (Patton, 2012).  Survey and focus 
group interview questions were designed to address the established research questions 
for this study.  Table 3 demonstrates the alignment between each research question in 
accord to the survey or focus group prompt.  Additionally, the table provides the data 
















Research Question Data Analysis Matrix 








F-G Int. 2-7, 11, 13 
 
Descriptive Statistics 
In Vivo / Evaluative / 
Pattern Descriptive 
Statistics 
In Vivo / Evaluative / 
Pattern In Vivo / 
Evaluative / Pattern 
   
RQ2D1: Cognitive Domain Survey Q14, 15, 16, 
22 
F-G Int. 8 
Descriptive Statistics 
In Vivo / Evaluative / 
Pattern 
   
RQ3D2: Affective Domain Survey Q13, 18, 19, 
23 
F-G Int. 9 
Descriptive Statistics 
In Vivo / Evaluative / 
Pattern 
   
RQ4D3: Behavioral Domain  Survey Q17, 20, 21, 
24 
F-G Int. 10 
Descriptive Statistics 
In Vivo / Evaluative / 
Pattern 
 
All master copies containing survey and interview data with participants 
personal information and responses were saved in organized files on a password 
protected storage drive kept in a locked safe.  During the process of data analysis, the 
names of participants were replaced with a coding system to maintain anonymity and 
organization.  Additionally, each file was recorded with a label specific to the data 
contained for organized and systematic analysis.   
The use of pre-coding was utilized during this study.  Analytic memo writing 
that included taking notes on emerging important ideas as the data was collected and 
stored occurred during each phases of the study (Saldaña, 2016).  Noting, highlighting, 
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and journaling these initial observations in real time was important in the process of 
data analysis and framing ideas for later reflection in the process.  Initial observations 
of graduate responses were tracked and maintained in a research journal.  At all points 
during the process, the researcher reflected on listening to graduate voice with 
intention to understand and later responsibly convey their experience and 
recommendations for future programmatic improvement.   
Introductory engagement of primary intended users.  Successful program 
evaluations are designed to engage primary intended users throughout the entire 
process (Patton, 2012).  At the start of this study, the Religious Education department 
was invited to partake in an introductory session to become active participants.  This 
included a presentation and discussion clarifying the mission and objectives of the 
Religious Education program. Next, the department was introduced to both the survey 
and focus group interview protocols that actively gathered reflections and stories of 
the recent graduates in relation to the designed outcomes of the Religious Education 
program.  Most importantly, the researcher facilitated a conversation garnering the 
interests, questions, and reflections of the Religious Education department in order to 
sharpen the focus of the study shaped by the interests of the intended users.   
Phase 1: Survey data analysis.  During the month of September, the 
participating graduates completed the Religious Education Program Evaluation Survey 
(See Appendix A).  The data analysis of this section included the following:  Using 
criterion sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2018), information gleaned from the religious 
affiliation portion of the survey was used to divide the sample into the following sub-
groups: Catholics, Non-Catholic Christians, Former Catholics, and No Religious 
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Affiliation.  Members of the focus groups were selected from each of these categories 
of respondents.   
Multiple choice questions were analyzed to provide descriptive statistics 
concerning initial thoughts, reflections, and evaluations of the students’ experience of 
the four-year Religious Education program.  The results from the survey were 
analyzed statistically as a group as well as disaggregated by the different religious 
affiliations.  Additionally, the resulting data was analyzed to discern if the national 
pattern of disaffiliation is reflective in the population of this study.   
The open-ended questions were analyzed, and the most salient comments were 
collated as possible conversational starter prompts for the follow-up focus group 
interviews.  The graduate quotations used as discussion starters were both 
representative and provocative of graduate voice.  Utilizing graduate voice, additional 
explanations and textures of student experience further elaborated on these initial 
comments generated in the survey.   
The survey included questions pertaining to the twelve end of program 
outcomes designed by the St. Jerome’s Religious Education department.  As described 
previously, these outcomes were divided and analyzed through the lens of the three 
different domains of religious education (cognitive, affective, and behavioral).  The 
quantitative data was analyzed and reported the question in order from the highest to 
lowest evaluated outcomes as evaluated by the graduates.  Additionally, the open-
ended responses associated with the end of program educational outcomes were 
analyzed and the most recognized strengths as well as challenge were reported in this 
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study.  Given the complexity of voices within the study population, the most salient 
responses are represented in this study. 
Phase 2: Focus group data evaluation.  Analysis of the focus group data 
involved a multiple-step coding process with ongoing attention to both the voices of 
the students and the outcomes a of program evaluation. 
The first cycle coding methods selected for this study utilized evaluation and 
In Vivo strategies.  Evaluation coding is designed to analyze the perceived merit of a 
program’s effectiveness in relation to recognized standards or personal ideals 
(Saldaña, 2016).  In addition to measuring participants evaluations of the perceived 
effectiveness of the programing, capturing the direct observational descriptions to 
provide first person explanations and textures of the respondents is important.  
Therefore, In Vivo coding, designed to preserve the voice of the participants (Saldaña, 
2016), supplemented the use of evaluation coding.  Evaluation and In Vivo coding 
produced a set of first cycle codes that illuminated perceptions of programmatic 
effectiveness and preserved the voice of those interviewed. 
During the first cycle of coding, all of the gathered qualitative data were 
systematically analyzed and resulted in the capture of 54 discrete codes.  Adhering to 
the advice of qualitative researcher of Johnny Saldaña (2016), the researcher 
attempted to limit the number of codes in order to simplify the subsequent steps in the 
coding process.  Each individual code was tracked and was given an initial definition 
in the researcher’s code book.  See Appendix H for excerpts from the codebook. 
The transition from first cycle to second cycle coding systems often requires a 
further refinement of the data analysis process (Saldaña, 2016).  The most relevant 
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intermediary coding cycle for this study was code mapping.  Code mapping is a 
process through which the researcher accounts for a vast array of codes and through a 
multiple iterative step process recategorizes the codes into more specific groupings.  
This process increased both the trustworthiness and credibility of the study as well as 
enhanced the overall organization of the data analysis process. (Saldaña, 2016).   
This step in the process helped refine the code list into more coherent set of 
categories.  This step in the process helped refine each set of codes into categories and 
helped confirm, refine, and highlight quotations for direct reference in the report.  
Additionally, the researcher analyzed the categories as reflective of the supporting 
literature to the study noting surprises, nuances, or perhaps new horizons of further 
consideration revealed through the data.     
Second cycle analysis of the data entailed pattern coding.  Pattern coding 
clustered together the different groupings of earlier iterations and condensed the data 
to smaller analytic units.  The overall patterns of this process revealed the emergent 
themes from the data (Saldaña, 2016).  The patterns from this portion of the study 
provided reflections concerning the strengths and weaknesses of current programming 
as perceived by the recent graduates.  The purpose of this gathered information is to 
inform the Religious Education department to make informed decisions regarding 
future curricular decisions.   
At this stage in the data analysis process, the researcher needed to make careful 
judgements pertaining to the relevance of thematic responses in relation to the 
research questions for this study.  With a wide range of perspectives and 
recommendations related to various aspects of religious education, the most salient 
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responses were synthesized for later presentation as the findings for this study.  The 
next chapter provides the overall analysis of graduate voices relaying both 
commonalities shared and differences in opinion between different religious 
perspectives.  Throughout the entire process, the researcher sought to accurately 
capture graduate voices as clearly and responsibly as possible to transfer valuable 
findings into future program enhancements.   
Formative engagement of primary users. The next steps in the data analysis 
process involved informing the Religious Education department over the course of two 
meetings.  During the third meeting with the Religious Education department, the 
researcher presented the emergent themes based on the coding analysis of the survey 
and subsequent focus group interviews.  This meeting stressed that the essence of 
program evaluations is to generate changes in practice based on feedback.  Therefore, 
the first of these two end-of-program evaluation meetings served as an introduction to 
the emergent voices of the graduates with an invitation to return a week later with 
further actionable considerations.  
The second of these two meetings invited the religious education department to 
offer programmatic changes in pedagogical or curricular design based on the graduate 
feedback.  The creation of an actionable plan was discussed.  The reality of program 
evaluations is that ongoing process and continued efforts to improve are necessary for 
the fulfillment of programmatic change (Patton, 2012). 
Issues of Trustworthiness and Ensuring Quality 
High quality research depends on the implementation of rigorous measures and 
standards to ensure sound research design, organized data gathering, and careful 
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analysis (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana; 2014).  The design of this program evaluation 
case study will include checking for representation, triangulating data, and member 
checks. 
Criterion sampling, selecting participants who represent certain qualities 
(Miles, Huberman, & Saldana; 2014), was used to select diverse representation within 
the focus group interviews.  The purpose of this program evaluation is to better 
understand the impact of formal Catholic high school Religious education and the 
subsequent religious affiliation amid recent graduates.  Studies reveal a significant 
transition of young people disaffiliating with the Catholic tradition (Manning, 2018; 
McCarty and Vitek, 2017; Smith & Denton, 2005).  In order to better understand this 
phenomenon in relation to the Religious Education, students from a variety of 
religious affiliations were sought to participate and provide voice to the mosaic of 
experience.  This included students who are Catholic, those who have disaffiliated 
from the tradition, people who converted to the Catholic faith, and those with no 
religious affiliation. 
A second important method used to increase the credibility and dependability 
of this study was the use of multiple data sources known as triangulating (Miles, 
Huberman, & Saldana; 2014).  These sources included the examination of the 
supporting literature for this study, the data gathered of recent graduate voice, and the 
evaluative comments by the primary intended users.  Often researchers seek alignment 
between the different sources of data to increase the overall trustworthiness of results.   
Lastly, as described earlier, the researcher of this study employed the use of 
bracketing to examine and limit bias (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Throughout the study, 
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the use of a journal assisted the researcher in clarifying his own interpretations against 
the data uncovered in the study.   
Summary 
Successful program evaluations actively engage key decision makers with 
accurate data for implementing purposeful programmatic improvements (Patton, 
2012).  For this study, the key decision makers were the Religious Education 
department encompassing a team of seven teachers.  The knowledge base for making 
the necessary adjustments resided in the experience of the recent graduates.  The 
methodological decisions of this study were intended to inform and engage the 
Religious Education department with high quality data as reflected by recent graduates 
from different religious affiliation perspectives.  Recognizing the fragmented and 
socially different cultural context of today’s young people from those in current 
leadership positions (Engebretson, 2014; Manning, 2018), the voices of these young 
people need to be heard and understood.  At the center of this study is the gathering of 
student voice to better understand the necessary curricular changes to enhance future 










Chapter 4: Research Findings 
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the influence of a Catholic high 
school religious education program in relation to subsequent religious affiliation of 
recent graduates.  Collectively, 106 survey responses consisting of both quantitative 
and qualitative data followed by four focus group interviews of graduates representing 
different religious affiliation patterns account for this study’s research findings. Below 
are the research questions used for this study. 
RQ1: How do recent high school graduates of the past three years evaluate 
their experience of formal Catholic high school religious education in 
relation to their own personal religious affiliation? 
RQ2D1: Cognitive Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school religious 
education program shape recent graduates’ knowledge of the Catholic 
faith?  
RQ3D2: Affective Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school religious 
education program shape recent graduates’ faith formation? 
RQ4D3: Behavioral Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school 
religious education program shape recent graduates’ life choices?  
The findings below begin with the description of participant demographic 
information.  This includes information regarding a breakdown of respondents by 
graduation year, gender, ethnicity, and religious affiliation.  Furthermore, the analysis 
includes the description of religious affiliation shifts of the participants between 
entering high school and their current religious identity.  The ensuing four sections are 
presented and organized by research question. Aligned with the mixed methods design 
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of the survey, the quantitative findings are presented followed by the associated open-
ended responses.  Due to the eclectic nature of the commentary provided and for the 
purposes of clarity, these responses are synthesized and presented with the most 
salient strengths and challenges that most directly address each research question.  The 
subsequent focus group interview analysis is presented as follows: focus group 
interview question, the major themes identified for each question, and the 
categories associated with each theme.  Summaries of each research question are 
provided with concluding notes.   
Participant Demographic Information 
Graduates of St. Jerome’s High School classes of 2017, 2018, and 2019 were 
invited to participate in an online survey to provide evaluative input regarding their 
experience of Catholic high school religious education.  A total of 106 graduates 
responded collectively representing a balanced number of participants from each 
cohort. 
Table 6 
Survey Response Rate – The following table presents the total number of graduates 
Graduation Year Total Grads Responses % of class 
Total Graduates 485 97 20 
   2017 176 34 19 
   2018 142 29 20 
   2019 167 34 20 
Note.  Nine graduates did not complete the entire survey and are not accounted in the above table.  
Accounting for the nine graduates, a total of 106 survey responses were submitted providing an overall 
22% response return. 
 
The respondents were fairly split by gender: 54% (n = 52) were female, 46% 




Gender – Respondents reported the following gender 
 
Gender Total (%) 
Male 45 46 
Female 52 54 
Gender Neutral / Other 0 0 
Unknown 9 5 
Note.  Nine graduates did not complete the entire survey and are not accounted in the above table.   
 
Respondents to the survey were predominantly white: 76% (n = 74).   Asian 
Pacific Islander reported with the second highest response of 13% (n = 13). 
Table 8 
Ethnicity – Respondents reported the following ethnicity. 
 
Ethnicity Total (%) 
White 74 76 
Asian Pacific Islander 13 13 
Hispanic or Latino 5 5 
Other 5 5 
Black or African American 0 0 
Native American 0 0 
Note.  Nine graduates did not complete the entire survey and are not accounted in the above table.   
 
To examine the reality of religious disaffiliation, the survey collected data 
regarding shifts in religious affiliation.  Graduates reported their religious affiliation as 
entering freshmen in high school in addition to their current religious affiliation now.  
Table 9 notes the general shifts in affiliation patters.  Catholic graduates reported the 
largest drop in affiliation from 56% (n = 59) as freshmen in high school to only 37% 
(n = 39) today.  The No Religious Affiliation population grew from 22% (n = 23) as 






Religious Affiliation Patterns – Graduates responses from then and now 
 
Religious Affiliation Then Now 
Catholic 56% (n = 59) 37% (n = 39) 
Non-Catholic Christian 22% (n = 23) 21% (n = 22) 
Other 1% (n = 1) 6% (n = 6) 
No Religious Affiliation  22% (n = 23) 37% (n = 39) 
Black or African American 0 0 
Native American 0 0 
Note.  Nine graduates did not complete the entire survey and are not accounted in the above table.   
 
Further analysis of religious affiliation patterns is displayed through the 
following chi square table.  Note that at the start of freshmen year, 59 graduates 
affiliated with the Catholic faith.  Since that time, two of those graduates now affiliate 
as Non-Catholic Christian, two are now affiliated with a different religious tradition 
(other), and 19 graduates no longer affiliate with any religious institution (No 
Religious Affiliation).  These numbers are slightly off-set with three graduates 
converting to Catholicism since the start of their high school experience.  One of those 
who converted to Catholicism graduates originated from a different world religious 































(n = 36) 
3% 
(n = 2) 
3% 
(n = 2) 
32%** 
(n = 19) 
100% 






(n = 0) 
83% 
(n = 19) 
4% 
(n = 1) 
13% 
(n = 3) 
100% 





(n = 1) 
0% 
(n = 0) 
0% 
(n = 0) 
0% 
(n = 0) 
100% 






(n = 2) 
4% 
(n = 1) 
13% 
(n = 3) 
74% 
(n = 17) 
100% 
(n = 23) 
Total 100% 
(n = 39) 
100% 
(n = 22) 
100% 
(n = 6) 
100% 
(n = 39) 
 
*As you can see in Table 10, of the 59 participants who identified as Catholic Then, *61% of them still 
identify as Catholic, while **32% of them now identify as No Religious Affiliation. 
 
The religiously diverse demographic of this study is common among Catholic 
high schools (Engebretson, 2014).  Therefore, further analysis of the data collected for 
this study involved both disaggregated and synthesized graduate responses based on 
self-reported religious affiliation patterns.  The following categories will be used to 










Pattern of self-reported religious affiliation 
All (n = 106) Inclusive of all survey responses 
Catholic (n = 36) Entered high school and continues to affiliate with 
the Catholic Church 
No Religious Affiliation (n = 
21) 
Entered high school and continues to not affiliate 
with an organized religious tradition 
Former Catholic (n = 23) Entered high school identifying as Catholic and now 
identifies differently 
Non-Catholic Christian (n = 
16) 
Entered high school and continues to affiliate as 
Non-Catholic Christian 
Converted to Catholicism (n = 
3) 
Since the start of high school, these graduates now 
affiliate as Catholic 
Other (n = 7) These graduates represent the remaining religious 
affiliation patterns that are not represented above. 
Example: Three graduates entered high school as 
Non-Catholic Christian and now no longer affiliate 
with a religious tradition. 
 
Adhering to the intention of listing to the graduates, the subsequent analysis is 
presented according to research question. 
Research Question One: Overall Programmatic Impact 
The primary research question for this study investigated the overall perceived 
impact associated with a Catholic high school’s religious education program.  Both 
quantitative and qualitative data gathered demonstrated that while experience varied 
widely, the predominant disposition was positive.  Table 12 below provides an 
overview of graduate responses assessing the impact of the program.  Combining the 






Impact of the RE education program and subsequent religious affiliation – Did your 
















All 105 3.33 0.92 48 (46) 36 (34) 20 (19) 1 (1) 
   Catholic 35 3.60 0.81 20 (57) 12 (34) 3 (9) 0 
   Former Catholic 23 3.27 1.01 10 (43)   8 (35)   4 (17) 1 (4) 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 3.19 0.98  7 (44)  4 (25)  5 (31) 0 
   No Rel Affiliation 21 3.04 0.87  6 (29)  9 (43)  6 (29) 0 
   Converted Catholic   3 3.33 0.58  1 (33)  2 (67) 0 0 
   Other   7 3.42 1.13  4 (57)  1 (14) 2 (28) 0 
Note.  Very Strongly 5, Strong 4, Moderate 3, Weak 2, Unsure 1 
On the survey, graduates provided qualitative responses in addition to the five-
point numerical scale.  A total of 75 graduates provided supplemental commentary to 
this question.  These responses addressed various issues concerning the overall 
program.  Therefore, the qualitative responses for this question are disaggregated and 
presented in association with the most pertinent domain of religious education.  At the 
start of each of the subsequent research question, responses will provide introductory 
graduate commentary. 
Strengths: Impactful attributes of the religious education program.  
Graduates offered responses communicating a positive impact of the religious 
education program.  Responses are synthesized as follows: 1) Strength: Ability to 
grow in faith. 2) Strength: Growth in understanding of new perspective. 3) Strength: 
Appreciative and yet still disaffiliated with the Catholic faith. 4) Strength: 
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Appreciation for learning about world religions. 5) Strength: The program was 
inviting and respectful.  
Strength 1: Ability to Grow in Faith.  Several graduates noted that the program 
positively impacted their affiliation with the Catholic Church.  These responses came 
from the Catholic population of graduate participants. 
Four Catholic Graduates explained how they were able to personally grow in 
faith during their experience of religious education program.  Catholic Graduate #51 
explained:  
Attending four years of religious studies provided me with questions to ask of 
myself regarding my own beliefs. While I cannot claim that my religious 
beliefs shifted in any radical ways, I do think that all of the input from the 
teachers and materials provided in each class gave me the opportunity to 
define, and in some cases re-define, how I see and choose to embody the 
teachings of my religion. In short, the ground work for laying the foundations 
of religion in me was done before I arrived, but through four years of religious 
study I was able to make the belief in religion my own, which while not a 
massive step forward in religious growth, is a necessary one. 
Catholic Graduate #30 explained that issues of peace and justice were the cornerstone 
for finding personal meaning:   
I think that the religious studies department at St. Jerome’s made me realize 
how important it is to have an education that is rooted in social justice. When 
this piece is left out, it becomes much easier to lose sight of what the purpose 
of learning really is for and what it can achieve when it is used properly. 
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Two more Catholic graduates offered positive critiques concerning the overall impact 
of the program.  Catholic Graduate #66 noted that faith development occurred within 
the multifaceted formation programs within the school. “Discovering and learning 
more about my religion and spirituality helped my faith mature over my time at St. 
Jerome’s. This occurred over classes, retreats, and other programs” (Catholic 
Graduate #66). 
Two Non-Catholic Christian graduates explained that the nature of the 
program helped them grow positively within the context of affiliation without sharing 
an explicit Catholic affiliation.  Non-Catholic Christian Graduate #70 explained, “St. 
Jerome’s allowed me to be exposed to an educated, nuanced, complex faith tradition 
and taught me to think for myself when it comes to matters of faith. I became 
academically informed in matters of faith.”  A similar comment was shared by Non-
Catholic Christian Graduate #68, “There were a lot of things I didn't know about 
Catholicism and Christianity in general that my four-year religious education was able 
to help me learn.” 
Strength 2: Growth in Understanding of New Perspective. Graduates 
representing other religious affiliations also provided positive commentary on the 
impactful nature of the program.  For those outside the Catholic lens, this entailed 
learning about a religious and value system outside of their own perspective.   
No Religious Affiliation Graduate #96 asserted that, “The religious education I 
received opened my mind to new perspectives as well as I was able to closely learn 
about the Catholic religion and even participate in Mass while still not being 
Catholic.”  Furthermore, No Religious Affiliation Graduate #101 contributed:  
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The religion classes at St. Jerome’s made me realize what I value as a person 
and how I can follow those morals with or without religion. I discovered there 
was certain things I value in every religion as well as things I disagree with. 
Sharing a similar sentiment, Other Religious Affiliation Graduate #18 stated, “St. 
Jerome’s helped me to learn more about individual religions and grow closer with God 
through class, chapel, and Mass.”   
Strength 3: Appreciative and yet still disaffiliated with the Catholic faith.  
Several formerly Catholic graduates responded with a complex evaluation. Noting a 
positive experience of the religious education program yet over time identifying a 
need to step away from the family of faith.  These comments help portray the complex 
nature of religious education in relation to phenomena of religious affiliation.  Stated 
succinctly, Former Catholic Graduate #3 reflected, “The Religious Studies program 
allowed me to think critically about my own spirituality and taught me the information 
I needed to make an informed decision.”  Sharing a similar perspective, Former 
Catholic Graduate #9 observed that:  
I learned about all kinds of different religious beliefs which really broadened 
my understanding of the world and others around me. I was taught to question 
everything which helped me make my own choices for what I believe or do not 
believe. I am religious and I do believe in God; however, I do not associate 
myself with any particular group or beliefs. 
One former Catholic graduate commented that the religious education program served 
as helpful experience leading to one’s decision to disaffiliate even having grown up 
within one’s own family context of faith.  Former Catholic Graduate #34 noted, 
81 
 
“Learning about religion as well as my other experiences allowed me to come to a 
personal choice of not identifying with a religion as opposed to following along with 
my family’s religion and not knowing much about it.” 
Other former Catholic provided further commentary explaining the complex 
experience of appreciating the nature of the religious education program in light of 
their own decision to disaffiliate.  For these graduates, there were positive qualities 
that resonated with their experience even as they made the person decision to 
disaffiliate.  Former Catholic Graduate #89 offered, “While I became less religious 
over time, I still tried to learn what religions tried to teach about how we should 
proceed in life and what is right. I kept that with me more than the religious concepts.”  
Offering a similar reflection, Former Catholic Graduate #94 wrote:  
Events outside of my academic life had more of an influence of the shift in my 
personal religious affiliation; however, the Religious Studies program at St. 
Jerome’s opened my eyes to new ideas and new questions that helped my view 
of religion to evolve. 
Former Catholic Graduate #17 provided a complex set of insights that will echo 
throughout many of the subsequent responses that will follow in this section.  This 
graduate is grateful for the learning opportunities that occurred during the four-year 
program, yet personal reflection, impact of global perspectives, and current teachings 
of the Church demonstrates the multi-variant possibilities and outcomes of religious 
education.  This graduate wrote: 
I am very glad that I went to Catholic school for so many years (and am still 
attending a Catholic institution as I go to a private college), because it 
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definitely shaped my religious views that I have today. I loved being exposed 
to world religions and to the Catholic interpretations of the Bible as we went 
through extensive historical context and I feel very knowledgeable about what 
the Bible actually means and what it means to me. However, I do not consider 
myself Catholic anymore because I cannot align myself with many beliefs that 
not only the Catholic Church but organized religion in general practice or 
believe. Because of my Catholic education I still believe in God, but I see God 
in other religions as well and I actually practice a lot of non-Christian 
traditions. I take what I like from different religions and I choose to focus on 
our shared interpretations of God and other commonalities instead. I have had 
very bad experiences with organized religion, and I do not believe in the 
hierarchy and business side of it all as I feel corruption is inevitable. I love 
Christianity but I also love Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Paganism, and 
others. Also, most people I am still in contact with from Catholic school no 
longer identify themselves with Catholicism as well and range from atheist to 
agnostic and all in between. We all still regularly discuss the impact Catholic 
education had on us. 
Various elements contained within this response are reflected throughout this study.  
The desire to acquire personal understanding will be later reflected in the 
recommendation to help students explore their own questions pertaining to faith and 
morals.   
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Strength 4: Appreciation for Learning About World Religions. A recurring 
reflection from graduates of all religious perspectives shared an appreciation for the 
insights gained through the study of world religions.  
One Catholic graduate commented that learning about religious traditions 
outside of their own perspective helped them understand their own tradition better.  
Catholic Graduate #13 noted:  
I have been raised Catholic and have always had a strong awareness and 
passion for the Catholic faith, but classes like World Religions taught me so 
much about religious and spiritual environments around the globe that I had 
very little or no knowledge of.  In a way that is hard to describe, learning about 
practices outside of my own faith helped me to deepen my personal connection 
with God. 
Additionally, four more comments from graduates of various perspectives offered 
their appreciation specifically for inter-religious studies.  No Religious Affiliation 
Graduate #63 commented, “Certain classes, like world religions, made me more open 
to my own personal spirituality.” 
Strength 5: The program was inviting and respectful.  Graduates from several 
religious perspectives noted the invitational nature of the religious education program 
as impactful.  Catholic Graduate #49 commented: 
I have been to Catholic/Private school my whole life going up to St. Jerome’s. 
I felt I have been very involved in HS, I feel this way because of the 
commonality we have between the Staff, Faculty, and Students. Even though a 
lot of people were non-denominational I strongly feel St. Jerome did a very 
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good job of being well-rounded and not shoving a religion down teenager’s 
throats. 
Two former Catholic graduates also shared similar sentiments.  Former Catholic 
Graduate #12 wrote:  
I have, since entering High School, had the ability to form my own opinion 
regarding religion and spirituality. I think that the teachers I had at St. Jerome’s 
never forced anything upon me, which I loved, and I was able to grow into 
who I am spiritually through learning more about the Catholic Church and 
morality. 
Additionally, Former Catholic Graduate #6 also shared, “St. Jerome’s 
encouraged me to pursue my own religious journey and find out what I truly believe 
in. I never felt forced into my beliefs and was able to safely deepen my relationship 
with God.”  One No Religious Affiliation graduate enjoyed the experience of religious 
education as an opportunity to grow.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate #86 
commented:  
I felt as if many of my religion classes at St. Jerome’s, while teaching me about 
the history and role of Catholicism, opened me up to be more spiritual without 
having a religious affiliation. I never felt pressured to choose Catholicism, or 
to choose a religion at all, so I felt like I could learn about religion without 
needing to believe it. 
Challenges: Noted impediments to the impactful nature of the religious 
education program.  Some graduates offered responses communicating attributes of 
the program that were interpreted as counterproductive to the overall experience.  
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Responses are synthesized as follows: 1) Challenge: A few graduates evaluated 
invitational atmosphere of the program as problematic.  2) Challenge: Conflict with 
Church teaching.   
Challenge 1: A few graduates evaluated invitational atmosphere of the 
program as problematic.  Contrary to feelings of invitation noted as a strength above, 
some graduates felt the required nature of eight semesters of religious education as 
excessive and intrusive.  Several graduates shared this view of dissatisfaction.  
Catholic Graduate #91 shared that, “It just felt like a class I needed to take. I think 
most people have their minds set on their religious belief and a high school class isn’t 
going to change that.”  Furthermore, No Religious Affiliation Graduate #11 
commented, “I thought religion classes were a complete waste of time and forced 
upon students that may not have the same beliefs as others.”   
Challenge 2: Conflict with Church teaching.  Many graduates reflected on 
conflicts with Church teaching as an obstacle to embracing religious education.  
Students from a variety of religious affiliations shared this disposition. 
A couple of graduates recognized a need for the Catholic Church, and by 
extension, religious education, to better address the past wrongs implicated by the 
Church.  Catholic Graduate #30 recommended:  
I feel that the religious department did little to strengthen my faith in 
Catholicism because it lacked an adequate acknowledgement of issues that are 
perpetrated by people who are thought of as leaders within the church. Some 
include sexual abuse that is often swept under the rug, preaching that it “okay 
to be homosexual, but it is not okay to act on those urges,” not letting women 
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be priests because “the apostles Jesus chose to carry on His mission were 
men.” Even though these sayings might not have come directly from St. 
Jerome’s, I did receive them in my home parish and in my Catholic elementary 
education and since they were not addressed in the religious studies classes 
that I took, I would say that my experience did not strengthen my religious 
affiliation. 
Additionally, Former Catholic Graduate #44 also shared, “The classes and teachers 
were great but the Catholic Church leadership and what has come to light in recent 
years with sexual abuse scandals and such makes me stray away from the religion all 
together.” 
Several former Catholic graduates shared that their conflict with Church 
teaching led to their disaffiliation with the Church.  The inability to reconcile one’s 
beliefs with Catholic Church teaching was detrimental for some students’ experience 
of high school religious education.  Former Catholic Graduate #37 shared the 
following, “It honestly made me question why I would rather be Catholic. I decided 
during high school that Catholicism isn’t for me. The views of the Church go against 
some of my moral standing such as gay rights and pro-choice.”  Noting personal 
conflict with Church teaching, Former Catholic Graduate #29 shared:  
My move away from faith was more so related to changes in political 
viewpoints than anything else. It’s hard to identify with the Roman Catholic 
faith when the views lack any forward progress or motion to do so, especially 
being a cis-gender female member of the LGBTQIA+ community. 
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With multiple years of Catholic religious instruction, Former Catholic Graduate #50 
noted:  
Formal Catholic teachings at St. Jerome’s served as a "repeat" of what I 
learned in middle school. In high school, I called myself a "liberal Catholic" 
because I did not believe all the teachings, but since high school, I have found 
that non-Catholic Christianity aligns much more with my beliefs and 
understanding of God. 
Providing greater complexity to the issue, one graduate explained the delicate balance 
between appreciating the teachers and content of faith provided by the religious 
education program in contrast to the teachings of the Church with which this person 
disagrees.  Former Catholic Graduate #93 reflected:  
As a former Catholic/Christian, I think St. Jerome’s provided adequate 
information about the faith. The lasting values that I will keep with me are the 
Catholic social justice teaching and the school core values. The immersion 
trips were wonderful opportunities to look at social issues through a lens that 
many people, including some Catholics, don’t normally look through. I also 
appreciated the Christian lifestyle class because of its real-life value. I have 
personally moved away from the Church and Christianity as a whole and since 
graduation I have come out as part of the LGBTQ+ community, met numerous 
people who have shared their struggles with the church with me and vice versa, 
as well as witnessed many things that led me to believe that if there is a God, 
they cannot possibly be the loving father they are described as. That being said, 
I think the St. Jerome’s religious ed teachers are empathetic to the values and 
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struggles of individual students who choose to confide in them and do their 
best to help guide them through their spiritual journey no matter where it leads 
them. I think that each person’s spiritual needs vary greatly but St. Jerome’s 
teaches a good foundation of what Catholics believe. 
The complexity of Church teaching and affiliation was a challenge recognized 
throughout this study. 
Departmental Mission Statement: Graduates were asked to assess the 
effectiveness of the religious education program in living the departmental mission.  
The study population rated the program with an overall score of 3.54, or “moderately 
effective.”  Additionally, all sub-groups rated this specific category with a 3.00 or 
higher.  
Table 13 
Department Mission Statement – The curriculum inspires students to encounter and 
develop joy, spirituality, critical thinking, prayer, compassion, and participation in 
community for the rest of their lives 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 4.00 3.54 1.12 
   Catholic 35 4.00 3.71 0.93 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 3.00 3.00 1.15 
   Former Catholic 19 4.00 3.53 1.43 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 3.50 3.50 1.03 
   Converted Catholic   2 4.50 4.50 0.70 
   Other   6 4.00 4.17 0.75 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
Ten graduates offered supplementary commentary to this question on the 
survey.  Responses ranged in topics from supportive comments to recommendations 
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for improved practice, and finally points of disconnection with the program 
experience.   
Strengths: Observations of successfully living the mission of the religious 
education department.  After evaluating the effectiveness of enacting the 
departmental mission statement, graduates offered one commendation associated with 
this outcome. 
Strength 1: High levels of satisfaction reflecting a congruence of mission with 
outcome. Two graduates reflected positively regarding the departmental mission 
statement in relation to their own experience of the program.  In response to their 
overall experience with the program, Former Catholic Graduate #79 wrote, 
“Absolutely! I was hungry for more.”  Sharing a similar sentiment, Non-Catholic 
Christian Graduate #68 added, “I am 100% confident that I will take the things I 
learned in my religious studies with me for the rest of my life.”    
Another graduate connected the mission of the program with the mandatory 
service projects that were embedded within the four-year curriculum.  No Religious 
Affiliation Graduate #62 encouraged more required service-learning experiences 
based on the following:  
I think that community service is a great thing and I'm glad it is a part of St. 
Jerome’s's curriculum. I didn't always enjoy doing it, but I know that it is a 
necessary experience especially for the average private school student. A lot of 
my peers at St. Jerome’s were upper-middle class kids who live in very 
fortunate situations. Community service makes them confront all those beliefs 
that they might have, and it shows them a new perspective. My family is well 
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off on our own, but not everybody is as fortunate as we are, and the least we 
can do for those who are less fortunate is to empathize with them and respect 
them. A lot of people in this world don't receive the respect and dignity that 
they deserve, and that is a tragedy. Mandatory community service is the only 
reason I was able to realize this. 
This finding may be particularly interesting for courses with service learning 
requirements.  Graduate voices can offer encouragement for current students to 
embrace these opportunities.   
Challenges: Observations of shortcomings to fulfill the mission.  Other 
graduates noted aspects indicative of not living up to the stated departmental mission.  
These comments are synthesized as the following challenge.  
Challenge 1: Allow more space for student questions and exploration.  While 
reflecting on the mission of the department, one graduate recommended creating more 
space for students to voice questions and draw their own conclusions.  Catholic 
Graduate #51 shared the following:  
I think, while this is important for some to be strictly in the vein of 
Catholicism, I think encouraging these questions for people who don't believe 
or want to make the beliefs their own should be encouraged or made to be 
posed more conceptually to encourage/reinforce the kind of life-long thinking 
that is promoted already through the program. 
Extending welcome and maintaining an inclusive atmosphere is an important dynamic 




Focus Group Interview Analysis of Research Question One 
The first research question asked graduates to evaluate their overall experience 
of formal Catholic high school religious education.  Capturing the impact of an 
educational program is a complex task.  For this question, three themes emerged from 
the analysis of the four different focus groups representing a diversity of perspectives: 
T1. The ability to personally appropriate the experience varied by graduates. 
T2. The invitational nature of the program was perceived as essential and 
evaluated differently. 
T3. Graduates recommend focusing on controversial issues. 
Research findings included in this section are synthesized based on all four 
focus group interviews.  Perspectives shared by each focus group helped illuminate 
both shared and contrasting evaluations of the religious education experience.   
Theme one: The ability to personally appropriate the experience varied by 
graduates.  As stated above in the survey analysis, the impact of the program varied 
greatly throughout the graduate population.  The graduates within the focus groups 
also reflected this diversity of experience.  The following categories within this theme 
reflects these differences. 
C1. Graduates reflected appreciation for the program. 
C2. Gradates reflected indifference or disconnection to the experience. 
Data presented within each category articulates differences in experience of perceived 
programmatic impact. 
C1. Graduates reflected appreciation for the program.  When discussing the 
impact of the program, many graduates shared overall positive regard for the program 
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in general.  The ability to incorporate the outcomes into one’s life, however, were 
specific to individuals. 
Catholic Graduate 1F attributed his appreciation for the program in that he 
could explicitly explain Church doctrine.  He expressed the importance of being able 
to defend his faith in the secular environment of his current university experience.  
Catholic Graduate 1F explained this reality as “learning the doctrine” and “know the 
Catholic faith” pertaining to what Catholics believe and why.  He finished with, “that 
is what I personally valued from it”    
Catholic Graduate 1D also shared an appreciation of clear teachings on 
matters concerning the Church.  She noted that some teachers could answer 
challenging questions with thorough responses.  This graduate noted that such 
teaching helped her better understand the faith even as a lifelong Catholic.   
Furthermore, this graduate associated this growth with opportunities during her junior 
and senior year in high school.  She recalled:  
My faith wasn't really, spirituality, wasn't really strengthened until I would say 
end of junior year, senior year. And that was because of the more in-depth 
classrooms where we got to discuss and we got to go out into the world and 
actually incorporate it like Christian Leadership, having a buddy, being able to 
do all these things with them. I think that really helped me. (Catholic Graduate 
1D) 
This graduate also noted the importance of family support in relation to growing in 
faith.  Catholic Graduate 1D shared, “I also was backed by my church, which also 
helps strengthen my faith.”   
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Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2K reflected that the religious education 
program “was a huge part of shaping like my faith today. But it wasn't until after I 
graduated. And I think that that might be true for a lot of students…”  Reflecting on 
his days in high school, he described, “wrestling with my faith for a long time, being 
gay...”   His concern was that his identity would be “something that was completely 
incompatible…”  However, he noted that “great faculty at St. Jerome’s…  were very 
faithful people who are rooted in what they believe.”  In gratitude he closed with, “and 
that's a journey I will be on for rest of my life. The religious education program is a 
huge reason that I'm a person of faith today.” 
Other non-Catholic Christian graduates agreed that the religious education 
experience was a positive experience.  Non-Catholic Graduate 2J offered that the 
program “allowed me to think critically to an extent and to be okay with previous 
decisions concerning faith.”  Non-Catholic Graduate 2M shared a similar experience 
that while her perspective on faith has not changed since the beginning of high school, 
the program did help her become “stronger in my beliefs and better understand them.”  
Non-Catholic Graduate 2M further explained that, compared to her experience in 
public school before high school she grew to appreciate feeling proud of her faith 
rather than something she would need to hide. 
No Religious Affiliation graduates reflected that while the program did not 
convince them to become Catholic, the overall impact was positive for a variety of 
reasons.  The rationale share consisted of the ability to make an informed decision 
regarding their spiritual identity.  Additionally, the graduates voiced an appreciation 
for a new perspective.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4V noted that after partaking 
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in the program, she can now “have better discussions” as well as “connect with 
people.”  In a similar fashion, No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4U characterized the 
impact of the program for him in that he “got less angry and more understanding.” 
No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4T also shared her appreciation of the 
positive impact of the program on her life.  Her enjoyment and appreciation of 
learning about the Catholic faith influenced her decision to attend a Catholic 
university.  She was grateful for the development of “invoking a curiosity about 
religion in general” during her time in the program. 
Former Catholic Graduate 3S further reflected upon entering high school as a 
child who “didn’t hold any of my own opinions or beliefs” and then, “left as an adult 
with a lot opinions and beliefs.”   
C2. Gradates reflected indifference or disconnection to the experience of the 
program.  As noted below, the program in some ways did not have a strong impact in 
terms of promoting or retaining Catholics.   
The Formerly Catholic focus group mostly noted associations of indifference 
regarding their experience with the religious education program with their decisions to 
disaffiliate with the Catholic Church.  These graduates shared both personal 
challenges and problems from their home parishes as stronger influences on that 
decision.  Former Catholic Graduate 3S noted that the lack of impact perhaps made 
her more susceptible to disaffiliate in college, saying, “the fact is that it [the religious 
education program] didn't make an impact on me.”  She explained, “I didn't change 
much, and I didn't get strengthened. Then I went into college really wavering and 
really questioning and then college is really to blame for a lot of my moving away 
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from it [the Catholic Church].”   She went on to say, “I can't say that St. Jerome’s is to 
blame...” 
Former Catholic Graduates 3O and 3P shared that spirituality is important to 
their lives and they consider themselves “more spiritual than religious.”  Former 
Catholic Graduate 3O embraced some of what it means to be Catholic but other parts 
she “genuinely hated.”  Deciding to disaffiliate was a difficult decision to move away 
from the faith tradition of her family but she also discovered a sense of freedom in 
doing so.  She described this as “taking pressure off of her shoulders.”  Former 
Catholic Graduate 3P assented to this sentiment by “agreeing 110%.”   
No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4X expressed reservations about the impact 
of the religious education program.  Her concerns were two-fold. Her first reservation 
was that she felt that she didn’t quite fit inside the model of Catholicism as presented 
in class.  She does not feel inclined to live specific religious disciplines such as going 
to church, she felt in some way inferior to her peers.  At one point, in relation to her 
experience with program, she felt like a “failure” and “felt very bad about it.”  She 
now recounts that she needed a stronger voice within the religious education program 
that was more accepting of her as an individual.  She also observed that many “people 
are looking for control” and religion can “make you feel like that’s what you are 
getting.”  Later she came to realize that Catholic Christianity “was not for me.”  No 
Religious Affiliation Graduate 4X, struggled as someone outside the community and 
needed to hear, “you’re still part of us.”  No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4U 
affirmed 4X’s reflection in sharing that “it’s okay to not fit the description.”  He 
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further explained, “that is one of the most important things any kind of school can 
teach you.” 
Adding to this category, Non-Catholic Graduate 2L reflected that the wider 
community and broader school experiences impacted her sense of faith but that the 
“religious classes may have not directly impacted my faith.”  She believes the people 
of the school were influential but that the curricular experience was not impactful.  
Theme two: The invitational nature of the program was perceived as 
essential and evaluated differently.  Graduates agreed that successful religious 
education requires a respect of intellectual and emotional freedom on the part of the 
student.  Like the previously analyzed theme concerning impact, graduate responses 
varied in their evaluation of the invitational nature of the program.  The following 
categories within this theme reflect the differences: 
C1.  The program provided a balanced invitation of study promoting the 
Catholic faith and respecting the discernment process of all students. 
C2. The program was overly invitational to perspectives outside of Catholic 
teachings at the detriment of promoting Catholic identity. 
C3.  The program lacked the invitation needed to engender greater levels of 
inquiry and personal discernment for students to engage in the experience. 
The invitational nature and need to respect the intellectual freedom of the 
student is a challenging balance within the field of religious education.  The categories 
below describe this situation as some students were satisfied with the invitational 
atmosphere of the religious education classroom whereas other students reflected that 
the tenor was either overly permissive or too forceful.   
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C1.  The program provided a balanced invitation of study promoting the 
Catholic faith and respecting the discernment process of all students. Maintaining an 
appropriate invitational tone within the religious education class was recognized as an 
ongoing challenge.  Given the nature of the Catholic school, there is an understanding 
that religious education is offered through a Catholic lens.  Yet the students in the 
classroom are of religiously diverse backgrounds.  Catholic Graduate 1E explained 
this delicate balance noting that, “it's very difficult to walk that line between being 
forceful and then not being Catholic.”  For this graduate, the mission of the school is 
to “provide quality education with a Catholic lens.” In doing so, it needs to be 
“accessible in a way that is interesting and not forceful which is very difficult.” 
Catholic Graduate 1G noted that religious education need not push but instead 
entice.  This graduate observed that one of his teachers was welcoming to all students 
in engaging in matters of faith.  “He was always trying to put a little bit of sugar on his 
message to put it forward to get a little bite off, from people who might be against the 
faith.”  Catholic Graduate 1G professed that, “I think that's a good way to approach 
religious education” so as to reach “Catholics” as well as other “people who are more 
open”  and possibly “the people who aren't so open, you can maybe push them a little 
bit.” Catholic Graduate 1B concurred that the teacher named did, in fact, use this 
method, and it proved effective.   
Several more Catholic graduates voiced the opinion that St. Jerome’s 
maintained an appropriate level of invitation within the religious education classroom.  
Catholic Graduate 1B explained, “I felt like I could ask questions whenever I wanted 
to, whenever I felt I needed to.” This graduate further reflected that perhaps he felt this 
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way due to identifying as Catholic.  He offered that he wouldn’t know how one might 
perceive the invitational nature of asking questions if one were not Catholic.  Catholic 
Graduate 1E shared a similar sentiment:  
I always felt like there was room for me to ask questions. But that was again 
from a Catholic background kind of knowing most things, recognizing that this 
is what I agree with. So I can ask questions. Might not have been the case for 
somebody who felt like, oh, is everybody Catholic except for me? Am I even 
allowed to ask these sorts of things? So, I think keeping that perspective in 
mind might be good. 
 
Non-Catholic Graduate 2K explained that the invitational nature of religious 
education helped him reach a place that he describes as a “pretty solid and secure 
faith.”  To reach the point where he is now on his faith journey, he needed “a lot of 
time to struggle and wrestle.”  While referencing his high school experience as 
successfully creating that space, he suggests that constantly seeking ways to ensure 
this reality is important.  He stressed the need for students to be able to:  
put everything on the table, ask, doubt, question, whatever, and wrestle with it 
all. Because that's, for me, how I got to a real and genuine place. So I think a 
lot of that did take place in the classroom. I think anytime you can open it up in 
the classroom and allow people just to really question engage and ask how 
does this relate to my life and why.  I think that's the best kind of education, 




C2. The program was overly invitational to perspectives outside of Catholic 
teachings at the detriment of promoting Catholic identity.  Catholic Graduate 1F 
explained at times, he thought the invitational environment of the religious education 
classroom went beyond an acceptable scope of maintaining an appropriate level of 
Catholic identity.  This graduate explained his position with the following example:  
One thing I sort of expected from a Catholic school was to be taught to be a 
Catholic. And you know, I would expect it to be taught that Catholicism was 
right and to be explained why it's right. But I almost thought that at St. 
Jerome’s, at least in some of the classes I had, there was such a strong focus on 
trying to be inclusive, that it was almost exclusive to Catholicism. 
Later in the conversation he shared, “I think the fundamental goal of religious 
education at St. Jerome’s should be to create more Catholics and maybe from my 
experience, I felt like that wasn't the goal.” 
C3.  The program lacked the invitation needed to engender greater levels of 
inquiry and personal discernment for students to engage in the experience more fully.  
Some graduates reflected that in a few classrooms the necessary open atmosphere of 
religious education was not consistently available.  Non-Catholic Christian 2L noted 
frustrations that in some classrooms, only the teacher’s point of view was correct.  She 
added that, “that was probably the most frustrating thing not being Catholic…” 
Non-Catholic Graduate 2M remembered that she often did not feel 
comfortable enough to ask questions but that in retrospect, being able to do so would 
have been beneficial.  Non-Catholic Graduate 2I also shared memories of one teacher 
who would solicit questions from students but would allocate very little time at the 
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end of class to address these inquiries.  This graduate suggested that flipping the 
classroom experience and making more time for students’ questions would have 
engaged students more in the learning experience. He did consider that doing so might 
be harder for a teacher to make a “regimented plan.” 
The non-Catholic Christian focus group also pointed out both pitfall and 
challenges of creating an open atmosphere for questions.  Non-Catholic Graduate 2M 
cautioned that opening conversations related to controversial issues can be offensive 
or hurtful to other students in the room.  However, Non-Catholic Graduate 2M 
explained that having the ability to engage in these conversations within the “safe 
space” of a classroom can be beneficial preparation for conversations in life beyond 
high school.  
No Religious Affiliation graduates appreciated religious education classes that 
encouraged intellectual exploration and urged the program to grow further in this 
spirit.  Those gathered in the focus group shared that this is important for both those 
who are and who are not affiliated with the Catholic faith to provide greater latitude of 
personal appropriation of the classroom content.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate’s 
4W and 4T noted that unaffiliated high school students seek respect in exploring their 
own beliefs and need to come to their own conclusions.  No Religious Affiliation 
Graduate 4V further explained the challenge of studying through the exclusive lens of 
Catholicism.  The consensus of the No Religious Affiliation group urged that the 
program adopt a focus that includes greater religious perspectives throughout the four 
years of religious education.  The current curriculum design offers an elective 
comparative religions course during senior year.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4X 
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shared her perspective that coming into high school with a more “fluid” religious 
perspective and experiencing a “strict” understanding was challenging.  Entering high 
school, she remembered wanting to “fit in” and therefore felt the need to socially 
adopt an affiliated perspective but this proved unfruitful for her.  She recalled, 
“because of the stage of life that you are in, you want to along with what your being 
taught.”  She continued to explain, “when there is only one perspective being taught, it 
is hard to think differently.”  She further suggested that offering opportunities to study 
world religions earlier in the program could have alleviated this struggle.  The other 
unaffiliated graduates strongly agreed with this suggestion. 
Theme Three: Graduates recommend focusing on controversial issues.  As 
young adults navigating life beyond high school, the graduates advocated for a greater 
allowance for the exploration of topics of modern concern.  The following categories 
presents the different facets of this recommendation: 
C1. Address controversial issues in greater depth. 
C2: The associated pedagogical issues concerning controversial issues. 
The following narrative is an account of graduates advocating for greater levels of 
exploration of controversial topics and the associated challenges. 
C1. Address controversial issues in greater depth.  Considering her high 
school experience, Catholic Graduate 1A recognized that the program helped her, 
“reflect more deeply on why I believe the things that I believe” but also felt that 
something was missing.  She explained her appreciation for social justice topics, and 
yet at times struggled with aligning these ideals with practices of the Catholic Church.  
For example, she posed the question, “why in the Catholic Church women can't be 
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priests?” She further explained that her church parish provided the answer that “men 
are priests, because they're more in line with the image of God.” She found the 
explanation to be unsatisfactory and she further explained that, “I feel like I didn't get 
a better understanding” through the high school religious education program. “And so 
because of that, I feel like my belief in the Catholic faith wasn't necessarily 
strengthened by the program.  Not to say that it was bad, but some of those things 
weren't addressed.”  As a follow up to this comment, Catholic Graduate 1F also 
expressed the concern that clear teachings on this issue perhaps are not universally 
taught within the school’s program.  Noting differences in approaches to religious 
education, Catholic Graduate 1F concluded, “I feel like which teacher you had really 
colored your experience.” 
Further conversation ensued supporting the program to consider delving more 
deeply into controversial issues.  Catholic Graduate 1B supported an increased focus 
on such topics.  However, he warned that doing so, “it brings in politics and people's 
feelings can get hurt.”   Furthermore, this graduate expressed concern for maturity 
levels of students to handle this type of discussion.  Even so, he “wish[ed that] was 
something we talked about.” 
Feeling the need to express support for student’s ability to handle this level of 
conversation, Catholic Graduate 1A stated, “I actually think that high school students 
would be at the maturity level to have these kinds of conversations.”  She agreed that 
perhaps there is a need for introductory level material for first year students to gain a 
basic understanding of the dynamics of faith conversations, but that second year 
students would certainly be of age.   She said, “I think if you incorporated it earlier 
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like sophomore through senior year of High School, rather than waiting until college.”  
Catholic Graduate 1A made the argument that if controversial issued were addressed 
more clearly, all students would gain a better understanding and perhaps appreciation 
of the teachings of the Catholic Church. 
Catholic Graduate 1G provided an example of a contemporary topic he has 
recently studied that has helped him better understand modern Catholicism 
considering history.  In studying Filipino history to learn more about his past, he 
discovered: 
how the Spanish used the Catholic faith as a means to oppress the Filipino 
people and because they thought they were savages and they needed to be 
brought to this new world religion and say what you want about that. But the 
way that they did that the way that - they killed people and oppressed - was 
definitely not in line with Catholic teaching, and it was just a way for the 
Spanish to push their agenda. So, I've been thinking about this a lot with 
Columbus Day around, and a lot of talking about indigenous people and that's 
something I think we should focus on more at St Jerome. 
 
Catholic Graduate 1E also shared a similar story about the importance of 
studying history to provide a reformed articulation of the meaning of Church.  He 
observed that many people outside the tradition carry a negative stereotype about the 
Church and that recognizing past historical mistakes can help clarify past wrongdoing 
and promote the intended values of the Church.  For example, Catholic Graduate 1E 
described how people, “usually hear about Catholicism through things like the Spanish 
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coming to North America, or sex abuse scandals.”  And that, “If those sorts of things 
are never addressed or never talked about, they can assume, that's just part of the 
Church.” Furthermore, “talking about those things can really give an opportunity for 
Catholics to know what we stand for.”  
Catholic Graduate 1A agreed that the Church needs to be more transparent in 
reconciling past wrong doings.  She observed that, “I feel like the church has a slight 
reputation for when things happen that are obviously negative of sweeping it under the 
rug.”  Additionally, she explained the religious education program needs to advocate 
for victims of these negative experiences, and that not doing so is a form of 
perpetuating the problem. 
As an area of strength, No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W remembered that 
St. Jerome’s did a fine job bridging the gap between perceived areas of conflict 
between commonly held points of view by contemporary teenagers and Church 
teaching.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W described the average teen as being 
more liberal in relation the Church’s more conservative teachings on such matters as 
homosexuality.  In relation to this topic, he commended the school for hosting an 
“equality alliance club” that focused on the value of inclusion.  In this regard, he 
experienced the school as “very accepting of different beliefs and they don’t force the 
Church’s beliefs on those kids.”  Although, upon further consideration, he 
remembered certain teachers as less accepting leaving him to wonder the school’s 
actual stance on some controversial issues. 
Other graduates from the unaffiliated focus group were critical of the religious 
education programs’ approach to addressing controversial topics.  For many of the 
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graduates in this group, the response was either lacking or perceived as entirely 
ignored. 
No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4X recognized that, given access to 
information on the internet, the Church needs to attend to recent scandals more 
closely.  She explained, one can “easily access information on the internet” and “see 
what is going on with the Catholic Church regarding issues involving priests.”  The 
exposure and lack of response was perceived not as intentional, but regrettable.  As a 
moral institution, No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4X was challenged to reconcile 
values taught in the classroom with behaviors witnessed by Church leaders.  This 
created a feeling of “disconnect” in messaging and leadership that was shared by 
others in this focus group. 
Other graduates in the unaffiliated focus group were more critical of the lack of 
addressing contemporary issues in relation to religion.  No Religious Affiliation 
Graduate 4U stated at times it seemed to him that the religious education program 
made an “attempt to ignore what was actually going on in the world.”  Perhaps “not 
intentionally or malicious.”  But for this graduate, this absence of connectivity to the 
lived reality of people was a problem.  Promoting “Catholicism as a way of life” that 
helps people “cope with real life,” was an aspect that was not clearly communicated in 
many of his religious education classes.  Instead, this graduate urged religious 
education teachers to draw stronger connections between the content of religious 
education and contemporary topics.  In doing so, courses can be an “acknowledgement 
of what's going on and how people how people use religion in real life.”  The 
unaffiliated members of the focus concurred with this suggestion.   
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Former Catholic Graduate 3Q noted that controversial issues influenced her 
decision to disaffiliate with the Catholic church.  As an entering first year students in 
high school, she remembers discovering topics that she felt previously sheltered from 
and “realized that there was a lot more out in the world that I'd been taught in K 
through eight.”  She attributes this problem to avoiding critical issues.  During high 
school, she remembers having questions that needed to be addressed, but that those 
questions went unanswered and even unasked.  Instead, she remembers participating 
in high school religious education by reverting to her “sixth grade” self and not 
necessarily critically engaging in the content.  With these experiences in mind, she 
remarked that during high school, “I was more separated from the Church that I was 
initially.” 
C2. The associated pedagogical issues concerning controversial issues.  While 
graduates agreed that addressing controversial issues is imperative, they also 
recognized that doing so is fraught with challenge. Graduates noted that creating a safe 
space for dialogue and analyzing topics for debate is more of an art than science.  
Several Formerly Catholic students shared memories from their experience when 
addressing these issues in the religious education classroom.  Former Catholic 
Graduate 3O remembers “super-heated” discussions which led to an environment of 
“judgement.”  She recognized that managing this type of discussion is difficult but 
could have been better handled.  Former Catholic Graduate 3R shared similar 
memories and alluded to a debate on the issue of abortion and that the “the classroom 
divided with no one's mind changed.”  Furthermore, Formerly Catholic Graduate 3S 
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explained that such debates need to be mindful of the personal interconnections that 
may exist in the classroom.  For example:  
Bringing up topics like abortion or homosexuality or whatever, you can be 
very insensitive to people in the class who may have had abortions, or who 
identify as homosexual. And I think that, at St. Jerome’s I felt like we tended 
to pretend that those issues just didn't involve our students.  But abortion is 
scary thing. The 15 to 18-year olds at this school are not even considering it. 
And so it was like, oh, what are other people doing? I think that that can be 
super detrimental and make people turn away really quickly. 
Former Catholic Graduate 3S further supported the idea of randomly assigning sides 
of an argument to groups of people.  By assigning students sides, they can then 
distance themselves from the research and enter the debate with less personal 
investment.  
Other focus group conversations shared similar concerns about the 
management of conversations centered on controversial issues.  Non-Catholic 
Christian Graduates 2K and 2I offered further considerations for improvement.  Non-
Catholic Christian 2K explained that too often, matters concerning religious education 
can become binary in nature or “black and white.”  In doing so, the conversation 
becomes less than productive.  Instead, he urged religious educators to address 
controversial issues with a more complex and nuanced approach that allows for 
students to engage in “messy and complicated issues.”   
Non-Catholic Christian 2I explained that sometimes religious education 
teachers would use an open-floor approach to debate controversial issues.  Non-
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Catholic Christian Graduate 2I appreciated the opportunity for students to engage and 
speak their minds about a wide range of topics.  However, the conversation would 
often degenerate into competing camps where dialogue would become unproductive.  
While Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2I recognized that, while creating division 
within the classroom community was not an intended consequence, that was often the 
outcome of loosely structured debates.  
Research Question One Summary: In general, the four different focus 
groups shared agreement on many of the foundational issues related to their 
experience of religious education. Primarily, graduates voiced an overall positive 
experience with some voices offering recommendations for areas of growth.  This 
included graduates from different religious affiliation perspectives as some grew as 
members of the Catholic faith community, others appreciated gaining a new 
perspective, and some former Catholics shared that the study of the faith helped them 
make a more informed decision to disaffiliate with the Church.  Regardless of 
perspective, all graduates recognized and promoted an atmosphere of invitation and 
exploration as necessary for actualized personal growth.  Furthermore, graduate 
participants in this study recognized the complexity of several controversial spiritual 
and moral issues and recommended that the religious education experience address 
these topics more directly.   
Research Question Two: Cognitive Domain 
The second research question focused on the cognitive domain of religious 
education.  The intellectual development of religious education focuses on a 
combination of scripture and tradition.  The four end-of-program outcomes associated 
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with this domain include: The School Charism, Tradition, Justice, and Scripture.  This 
domain of religious education is clearly presented in the curricular design of the scope 
and sequence of the classes.  Graduate reflections below offer perceptions of the 
program and corresponding recommendations.   
Survey Data Analysis of Research Question Two 
Qualitative responses from the overall impact question directly referenced the 
designed curriculum.  Graduates recognized contrasting differences between the first 
two years and the second two years of curriculum.   
Strengths: Positive responses regarding the curriculum from the opening 
survey question.  Graduates expressed praise for their experience of the upper division 
courses of religious education.   
Strength 1: The junior and senior year religious education courses were 
impactful. Graduates expressed that the second two years of religious education were 
more engaging and personally meaningful.  Catholic Graduate #59 offered: 
I think the programs strengthened my religious affiliation because it helped me 
stay connected, especially some of the later classes which we were able to go 
more into the community and other aspects of the religion instead of just 
learning the basics. 
One student remembered specific upper level courses that were personally influential.  
Former Catholic Graduate #56 shared:   
Even though my religious view has moved away from Catholicism, it wasn’t 
because St. Jerome’s teaching left a bad taste in my mouth, but more out of 
personal choice. The classes that stuck with me the most and I most 
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appreciated were Morality [junior year course] class and Sacred Spaces 
[summer school senior year – comparative religions course] which both 
expanded my view of faith beyond Catholicism and how this faith shows up in 
our lives more than we think. 
Challenges: Critical responses regarding the curriculum from the opening 
survey question regarding the overall impact of the program.  In contrast to the 
reflected positive memories of the upper level religious education courses, the survey 
also included critical reviews pertaining to the first two years of religious education.   
Challenge 1: The first two years of curriculum were less impactful.  In general, 
graduates evaluated the first two years of religious education in stark contrast to the 
second two years.  The first two years of religious education are described as repetitive 
and dry.  Therefore, the experiences were described as less personally engaging.   
For one graduate, the lack of critical thinking required during freshmen year 
was detrimental to remaining affiliated as a Catholic.  Catholic Graduate #24 
remembered the lack of engagement with the first two years of religious education that 
was attributed to a strong foundational understanding of Catholicism coming into high 
school.  This graduate wrote:  
Because I was already Catholic and had attended Catholic school from K-8, the 
religious classes in high school were almost a continuation of my previous 
religious education. Junior and Senior year, the classes connected more to our 
lives outside and the future. Instead of learning and memorizing moments from 




Offering a similar challenge with the first two years of religious education, Catholic 
Graduate #104 offered:  
There was a lot of focus, especially in the first couple of years, on history. The 
history is important, but this did not drive my desire to be connected to faith. 
The classes that made me feel more connected were the service learning 
classes, and the Christian Lifestyles class. Though the history is important I am 
not sure that hammering it in to students is what makes them more open to 
faith. 
The noted differences between the first and second half of the religious education 
curriculum was further discussed during the follow-up focus group interviews.  
Department Outcome #3 School Charism. The departmental outcome 
labeled “School Charism” (labeled generically to protect the identity of the school of 
study) was rated as the most effective outcome of the list of twelve.  The overall rating 
of 4.03 is noted as “very effective” on the five-point scale used for students to rate 
outcomes.   
Table 14 
Department Outcome #3 – [School Charism]: Acquire an understanding values rooted 
in the school founder 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 4.00 4.03 0.91 
   Catholic 35 4.00 4.17 0.70 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 4.00 3.58 1.17 
   Former Catholic 19 4.00 3.84 1.07 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 4.00 4.19 0.66 
   Converted Catholic   2 5.00 5.00 0.00 
   Other   6 4.50 4.50 0.55 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
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Graduate reflections on the departmental outcome of School Charism were 
highly supportive.  A total of sixteen comments were shared regarding graduate 
thoughts concerning this departmental outcome.  Fifteen of which were considered 
strengths. 
Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental 
outcome: School Charism.  Graduates responses reflected on learning and living the 
school charism both inside and outside of the religious education classroom.   
Strength 1: Graduates embraced the values rooted in the school charism. 
Several graduates explained the positive impact of the school charism.  Catholic 
Graduate #51 summarized this perspective by stating, “While it is joked about [the 
overuse of the school charism], I think that this is the easiest message to grasp for all 
backgrounds: create a kind and accepting community that helps each member 
forward.”  Catholic Graduate #78 similarly shared, “I would say I did grow positively 
in the environment at St. Jerome’s and particularly in the values that were [the school 
charism].”   
Graduates representing other religious affiliation patterns also shared this 
positive sentiment.  Former Catholic #17 stated, “I think I have a pretty good 
understanding of the school values and I appreciate it.”  No religious affiliation 
graduate #67 also shared, “Religious or not, these were good lessons to learn [charism 
values]. Education should be valued above most other things and is meant for all. 
While I knew that beforehand, I liked that the Catholic Church thought so too.”  No 
Religious Affiliation Graduate #86 similarly shared, “I understood and continue to 
understand this [school charism].” 
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Graduates remembered elements of the school charism throughout the high school 
experience.  Catholic graduate #65 reflected: 
I liked that [school charism] values were not just a part of the religion classes but of 
the high school experience as a whole. In classes of other subjects, retreats, 
immersions, school masses, etc., there was a strong emphasis on school values. 
Non-Catholic Christian Graduate #40 also thought this departmental outcome was 
evident in school culture by observing, “Easy to see every-day; also preached during 
assemblies.”   
One student reported that the school charism transformed his/her outlook on 
life.  Non-Catholic Christian Graduate #68 shared:   
I didn't know anything about [the school charism], but after going to St. 
Jerome’s I feel that I came out a better person who would ultimately carry 
these values for the rest of my life, especially after taking Christian 
Leadership.  I was able to get a deeper understanding of the core values. 
The topic of the school charism was further referenced positively during the follow-up 
focus group interviews.  
Department Outcome #2: Tradition. The departmental outcome of tradition 
received a mean score of 3.61 on the graduate survey and was the second-highest rated 
outcome within this domain.  One interesting data point to consider in Table 15 is that 








Department Outcome #2 – Tradition: Illustrate an understanding of Catholic 
teachings and practices in light of the Catechism of the Roman Catholic Church 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 4.00 3.61 1.10 
   Catholic 35 4.00 3.57 0.98 
   Former Catholic 19 4.00 3.84 1.17 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 4.00 3.69 1.08 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 3.00 3.05 1.18 
   Converted Catholic   2 4.00 4.00 0.00 
   Other   6 5.00 4.50 0.84 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
A total of 22 students provided supplemental comments after evaluating the 
departmental outcome of Tradition.  A total of ten of these comments were positive 
whereas twelve noted areas for improvement. 
Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental 
outcome: Tradition.  Graduates shared positive memories of learning about the 
Tradition of the Church during their time in religious education.   
Strength 1: Graduates noted with confidence that the Tradition of the Church 
was well represented in the curriculum.  Three graduates praised the quality of 
religious education in relation to understanding the Tradition of the Catholic Church.  
No Religious Affiliation Graduate #67 shared:  
If I hadn't gone to a Catholic school, I wouldn't have known anything about 
Catholicism. I think St. Jerome’s did a pretty good job because I usually know 
more about the intricacies of Catholic beliefs and tradition than practicing 
Catholics who didn't attend St. Jerome’s or another Catholic school. 
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Similarly, Non-Catholic Christian Graduate #68 also expressed, “I didn't know 
anything about Catholic traditions coming into high school but after I left I had 
learned so much and would argue that I could teach others about those traditions.”  
Other Religious Affiliation Graduate #20 further concluded, “Whether I agreed with 
them or not, I cannot deny that St. Jerome’s did an excellent job of teaching Catholic 
Catechism and values.” 
Three graduates provided context to the perceived effective nature of this 
departmental outcome.  One graduate appreciated hands-on learning experiencing 
during class to bring the concept of tradition to life.  Catholic Graduate #78 
remembered, “We held traditions and events in [Teacher B’s] class that helped 
practice and solidify my understanding of Catholic traditions.”  Another graduate 
appreciated the teacher’s attention to this dimension of religious education.  “Teacher 
C strongly taught and emphasized the importance of this [Catholic Tradition].” Lastly, 
one student noted courses that helped embed understandings of “Tradition.”  Catholic 
Graduate #66 wrote, “Classes like Christology, Catholic Moral Teaching, and 
Ecclesiology helped me better understand these parts of the faith [Catholic 
Tradition].” 
Challenges: Considerations for improvement regarding the departmental 
outcome: Tradition.  Twelve graduates offered challenging comments related either to 
the school’s approach to presenting the Tradition or they addressed broader 
institutional issues with the Church.  Challenge: 1) The school did not present the 
Church’s Tradition accurately.  2) The graduate struggles personally with issue 
regarding Church Tradition.   
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Challenge 1: The school did not present the Church’s Tradition accurately.  
Three graduates shared the perspective that the religious education program did not 
clearly address the content of the Tradition clearly enough.  Catholic Graduate #65 
explained that, “This was very dependent on the class. Some classes really emphasized 
Church teaching. Some of the classes, however, focused mainly on religious 
experience and didn't dive thoroughly into Church teachings.”   
Three graduates offered critical reactions to the departmental outcome of 
“Tradition” by explaining the lack of creativity and engagement with the content.  
Catholic Graduate #100 suggested, “There could have been less literal reading of the 
Bible and more focus of the thought and teaching behind the literal words.”  Non-
Catholic Graduate #58 agreed by sharing:  
My answer might be biased since I am a non-Catholic Christian, but I did not 
find much value in talking or learning about tradition. It was usually through 
lengthy document readings, and the discussions lacked any enthusiasm. 
Catholic Graduate #104 shared further critical commentary that content during the 
lower level courses in high school could have been more engaging.  “This was done 
especially in the first two-three years at St. Jerome’s. It seemed really repetitive.”   
Challenge 2: The graduate struggles personally with issue regarding Church 
Tradition.  Three graduates reflected that learning about the Tradition was never an 
interest to them.  Catholic Graduate expressed this sentiment as:  
This is not what is important.  The “rules” of the Church should NOT be the 
top priority in teaching about Catholicism.  It should be about helping young 
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people recognize the beauty of God in others and in the world and respond to it 
with LOVE. 
Catholic Graduate #97 reflected, “I believe my faith is not closely related to direct 
quotes from the Catechism, and I am fairly unfamiliar with using the Catechism.”  No 
Religious Affiliation Graduate #86 also shared, “Different people connect with God in 
different ways. Many of the teachings and practices don't fit me today.”  One graduate 
expressed concern that perceived contradictions within the Church’s teachings and 
practices were not adequately addressed.  This point was shared by Catholic Graduate 
#30 who wrote, “I feel that there are major contradictions in what the church preaches 
and what it actually practices. Although this is not a fault of St. Jerome’s, the 
department did not adequately address this in my opinion.” 
Department Outcome #10 Justice. The third rated cognitive departmental 
outcome was Justice with a mean score of 3.43. This outcome was rated as the seventh 
most effective departmental outcome.   
Table 16 
Department Outcome #10 – Justice: Critically address issues of social justice and 
environmental stewardship through the lens of Catholic Social Teaching 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 3.00 3.43 1.19 
   Catholic 35 4.00 3.77 0.91 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 3.00 3.00 1.33 
   Former Catholic 19 4.00 3.63 1.34 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 3.50 3.25 1.00 
   Converted Catholic   2 5.00 5.00 0.00 
   Other   6 2.00 2.17 0.98 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
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A total of thirteen graduates offered supplemental comments regarding the 
departmental outcome of justice.  Six were noted as strengths while seven offered 
challenges.   
Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental 
outcome: Justice.  Six graduate responses evaluated the departmental outcome of 
Justice as a departmental strength and are synthesized as the following:  1)Strength: 
The value of justice was a clear focus of the learning experience.  2)Strength: Service 
requirements helped graduates embrace justice as a departmental outcome.   
Strength 1: The value of justice was a clear focus of the learning experience.  
Three graduates noted “Justice” as departmental strength.  No Religious Affiliation 
Graduate #62 shared that: 
One of my main takeaways from Christian schooling was that Jesus fought for 
social justice. Even though early Christians including himself and his friends 
were being killed and persecuted, he still helped others besides himself and 
people he was aligned with. 
Former Catholic Graduate #17 additionally shared that, “my education definitely 
made me active in social justice.” 
Strength 2: Service requirements helped graduates embrace justice as a 
departmental outcome.  Three graduates credit required service projects with 
formative cognitive developmental moments.  Catholic Graduate #100 shared, 
“Service learning along with reflection had us encounter and ponder justice and what 
it meant to us.”  Similarly, Catholic Graduate #65 contributed, “This was effectively 
taught both through immersions and during religion classes.”  Lastly, Catholic 
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Graduate #21 recounted, “I was involved in multiple service projects and events that 
promoted awareness of justice issues.” 
Challenges: Considerations for improvement regarding the departmental 
outcome: Justice.   Seven graduates offered suggestions of providing a stronger 
emphasis on justice topics and concerns.  
Challenge 1: The promotion of justice was viewed as an avenue of growth for 
the religious education program.  Four graduate responses encouraged the religious 
education program to focus more clearly on topics of justice.  Representing these 
responses, Catholic Graduate #66 shared:  
I think St. Jerome’s has grown in regard to social justice, but still much needs 
to be done in educating people on the struggles people of different identities 
face, and how that fits into Christ's teachings. Statements addressing social 
justice issues sometimes come out awkward or late. 
Catholic Graduate #30 agreed and further suggested that the religious education 
program needs to stretch beyond the comfort zone to engage with the controversial 
topics of our time.  This graduate recommended, “I feel like St. Jerome’s could have 
made more of an effort in this area instead of playing it safe (this could have changed 
since I graduated).” 
Department Outcome #4: Scripture. The “Scripture” departmental outcome 
received a mean score of 3.03 placing it tenth on the list of twelve outcomes.  These 
scores reflect an overall disconnect between the graduates and this particular area of 
study.  Note that on Table 17, No Religious Affiliation Graduates rated this outcome 




Department Outcome #4 – Scriptures: Understand and apply Hebrew and Christian 
Scriptures to life. 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 3.00 3.03 1.03 
   Catholic 35 3.00 3.51 1.07 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 1.00 1.79 1.27 
   Former Catholic 19 2.00 2.53 1.39 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 4.00 3.44 1.09 
   Converted Catholic   2 4.50 4.50 0.70 
   Other   6 3.00 2.00 1.34 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
A total of thirteen comments provided supplementary commentary regarding 
graduate reflections on the departmental outcome of scripture.  Four graduates noted 
strengths while nine offered challenges.   
Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental outcome 
Scripture.  Only a few graduates noted this outcome as a strength.  For those who did, 
they noted the skills acquired through scripture study are still relevant to their lives 
today.   
Strength 1: Skills gained from the study of scripture continues to be a source of 
wisdom.  Four graduates recognized Scripture as an effective departmental outcome.  
Former Catholic Graduate #17 reflected that, “I think if there’s one thing exceptional 
that my theology classes taught me it was the application and understanding of 
scriptures. I still use this skill and my understandings to this day.”  Non-Catholic 
Christian Graduate #68 also shared a similar appreciation in regard to scripture by 
stating, “I feel confident in my ability to apply it [the Bible] to life...” furthermore, “I 
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can study the Bible on my own now that I know how to read it and interpret it, making 
it possible for me to connect it to life.”   
Challenges: Considerations for improvement regarding the departmental 
outcome: Scripture.  Graduates also noted challenges with scriptural interpretation as 
well as indifference to the Bible in general.  
Challenge 1: Graduates noted the complexity of scripture study to be a barrier 
of understanding.  Graduates offered evaluations of a conflicted nature concerning the 
departmental outcome of “Scripture.”  For example, Catholic Graduate #48 
remembered:  
I always thought this was very interesting but I have to be honest I  felt this 
was always the hardest to understand, I’m not sure why but it was the most 
interesting but the hardest for me to learn throughout my years in Catholic 
school from Kindergarten-Senior yr. 
The remaining eight comments noted an indifference to reading and applying the 
scriptures in their current everyday life.   
Focus Group Interview Analysis of Research Question Two 
The second research question for this study focused on the cognitive domain of 
religious education which centers on the acquisition of knowledge.  Reflecting 
specifically on their learning, graduates noted dimensions of success as well as areas 
for improvement.  The following theme reflected the voices of the graduates’ growth 
in intellect: 
Theme one: Graduates appreciated learning experiences that connected the 
course content to their lives in a meaningful and creative ways.  Drawing real life 
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connections with the content was a common interest across all four focus groups.  The 
categories below reflects that the first two years of religious education was at times 
less than engaging whereas the second two years of instruction were remembered as 
more personally relevant.   
C1. In general, aspects of the first two years of religious education were 
remembered as tedious. 
C2. Recognition that introductory classes are necessary for advanced learning. 
C3. Junior and senior year courses are remembered as more engaging and 
personally relevant.   
Consensus on this topic was consistent across all four focus groups.   
C1. In general, aspects of the first two years of religious education were 
remembered as tedious.  Addressing the focus group prompt concerning the cognitive 
domain, the five formerly Catholic graduates, all of whom had prior parochial school 
background, referenced their frustrations of needing to “start over” as freshmen in 
religious education.  These graduates concurred with Former Catholic Graduate 3S 
when she stated that the first two years of religious education were not “super 
applicable to people like us.”  She shared that being given space to ask questions of 
matters related to faith would have better served her first couple of years of high 
school religious education.  Former Catholic Graduate 3Q further added that every 
student needs to be afforded the opportunity to explore the content to adopt personal 
relevance.  At times, she believed that in some classes this was viewed as “taboo” or 
“looked down upon.” 
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Furthermore, as a young person questioning her faith, Formerly Catholic 
Graduate 3O expressed an appreciation when she was able to “ask questions about 
things going on in our own life.”  Formerly Catholic Graduate 3R agreed that 
matching the content of the coursework with personal experience is important.  She 
explained that it would be beneficial to have an educational opportunity to compare 
“knowledge of the Bible” alongside “their personal experience.”   
No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W explained that his problems with the 
lower division courses were rooted in the course content and structure.  As he 
remembered, and was affirmed by his classmates, the first two years of study were 
overly basic in nature.  This was especially true for students coming from a Catholic 
school elementary background.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W remembered 
the first year focusing on “covering the Old Testament.” In summary, he described the 
first two years of coursework at “informative.”  He further explained the structure of 
these courses as, “We are telling you it. Do you remember it?  You are tested on it.  
Just kind of a boring structure.”   
Furthermore, No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W suggested a possible 
solution to the overly repetitive problem of the first two years of religious education.  
He suggested that students could “test out” out of lower division religion classes.  He 
continued the argument by lamenting that he could not take all the upper division 
electives and that he recognized that they were “very good.”  Yet he felt that the 
standard curriculum held him back from gaining a better experience.  No Religious 
Affiliation Graduate 4V further promoted the idea by stating, “if you can test out of 
math or science, why can’t you test out of religion?” 
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For some graduates, the first two years of religious education relied too heavily 
upon memorization and objective tests.  Catholic Graduate 1D cautioned that such 
methods can have unintended consequences.  She explained, “when people don't have 
a church to go to, they only rely on their classes which could be depending on the 
teacher’s tests and quizzes, which aren't fun.”  She further explained that this can 
“reflect a horrible light on certain things, because if you don't do well on a quiz, you 
just enter a whole downward spiral.”  Catholic Graduates 1A and 1B shared similar 
memories that confirmed this idea.  Catholic Graduate 1A offered the following 
reflection expressing this perceived phenomenon, “I would say my freshman and 
sophomore your classes were definitely more memorization-based and I think that was 
just the nature of those courses.”  
Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2J also remembered a significant qualitative 
difference in the coursework between the first and fourth year of high school.  As 
seniors, students were given the opportunity to experience “hands-on courses” such as 
Christian Leadership that better engaged in student questions.  However, she felt 
poorly prepared for these classes when, “you really don’t get a lot of that [active 
engagement and experience] as freshmen and sophomores.”   
Other members of the Non-Catholic Christian focus group disliked that 
religious studies class were mandatory.  Non-Catholic Graduate 2I recalled having 
conversations with friends about their religious education classes as more of a “have 
to” experience rather than a “get to.”  He thought that this as his peers found “no value 
in it, not just cognitively, but from the affective aspect that we are talking about.”  
Non-Catholic Graduate 2M agreed and noted that an overuse of memorization led to 
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“not really going into depth about things.”  She regrets the amount of time spent 
discussing what “happened previously in the Bible,” when “instead we could have 
applied those teachings to things going on in the world right now.” 
Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2K further explained the problem of the use 
of memorization in the religious education classroom.  He shared that in religious 
education, he believes that what students look for is an experience that is “genuine and 
real.”  Therefore, “a lot of times you're memorizing the facts or just going through the 
motions or we're doing this because we have to…” and that “people don't see that as 
real or genuine and so I think that's why they are less likely to engage.”  He further 
suggested that students need more vibrant opportunities to learn and engage in the 
material.  For example, students need to see “great demonstration of faith in action.”  
Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2K further suggested that learning about social 
justice can be inspirational within the context of the religious education classroom.  In 
general, he suggested that delving into such topics is how to make the classroom 
experience more “genuine and real.” 
Upon hearing the challenges of the first two years of religious education 
described by their peers, Non-Catholic Graduates 2L and 2M concurred.  Non-
Catholic Graduate 2L described feeling “burnt out by the time we had three years of 
memorization.”  She recognized a need for learning the basic material but regretted the 
repetitive nature of the classes. Non-Catholic Graduate 2M agreed and shared that the 
first few years felt like “a lot of work” and that she and her friends were “just going 
through the motions.”  This did change her senior year when the courses were more 
engaging and permitted hands-on learning experiences.  
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C2. Recognition that introductory classes were necessary for advanced 
learning.  Although graduates noted frustrations with the format of the first two years 
of religious education coursework, they did recognize the need for introductory level 
courses.  Given the religious diversity and perspectives of the Catholic high school 
population, these graduates recognized the value of introductory courses for all 
learners.  The following reflections suggest possible considerations for improvements 
during these initial years of learning.  
The first suggestion was to study the introductory material through the lens of 
contemporary issues.  Catholic Graduate 1A offered that greater integration of social 
justice topics in the freshmen and sophomore classroom could increase student 
engagement.  She said, “I think it'd be really interesting if more social justice teaching 
was incorporated to give some concrete ways one could integrate” the content into 
their lives.  Recognizing the diverse religious affiliations of the student body, she 
proposed that justice issues would help bridge the religious education content across 
different perspectives.  In making this claim, she said, “I think if you explain the 
reasons why social justice is an important part of the Catholic faith” one can learn 
“ways that you can get involved even if you aren't Catholic and why it's still 
important.”  She concluded by adding that such teaching could make the learning 
more “tangible” and possibly find ways one “could incorporate it in a future career.” 
Offering another perspective, Catholic Graduate 1G reflected that the 
introductory nature of the first two years are necessary for providing a basis for deeper 
levels of study.  However, he also affirmed the suggestion of providing more 
opportunities for critical thinking as preparation for life beyond high school.  Catholic 
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Graduate 1G shared, “I think memorization does serve some sort of function early on. 
Especially for people who aren't so familiar with what's going on.”  Additionally, he 
added: 
And then once you're more mature and well equipped with the information, it's 
good to go out and actually discuss because I think that makes you more well 
equipped for the real world. The world is a secular world and for me 
personally, I don't know very many Catholic people at [a large public 
university] because this is a very secular school. So being able to defend my 
faith or explain it to someone who's interested and try to just talk about in that 
way was very helpful for me. Especially [Teacher A’s] class [was helpful] 
going forward into real life.” 
Non-Catholic Graduate 2J also noted a need for introductory level course 
work and suggested a shift away from memorization of “the basics.”  She noted that a 
possible failing of many religious education programs is to get lost in the details. 
Instead, she suggested that religious education programs need to focus on how 
students clearly personally benefit from the classes.  She encouraged asking students 
how “can I grow into” and what “can I question of my faith to see what works for me 
and to see what I believe in?”   
C3. Junior and senior year courses were remembered as more engaging and 
personally relevant.  In contrast to memories of their first two years of religious 
education, graduates from all focus groups spoke differently about their experience of 
the second two years of the curriculum.  Catholic Graduate 1A explained, “In my 
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upper division classes I definitely had more discussions, especially in some of the 
classes that I had with [Teacher A].” 
No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W was articulate in describing the 
improved difference of the later years of the curriculum.  For example, this graduate 
remembered the course Catholic Moral Thinking (with Teacher C) and thoroughly 
enjoyed the interactive and discussion-based nature of the class.  He exclaimed, “it 
was really fun.”  Furthermore, he reflected on his senior elective courses of Faith and 
Media and World Religions.  In Faith and Media, Graduate 4W enjoyed watching and 
analyzing movies through the lens of religious themes.  The assessments for this 
course included the making of a “podcast” which was “super cool.”  In World 
Religions, No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W’s experience was more positive as 
more expansive points of view were studied, compared to the fact-based approach of 
the first two years of religious education.  The other members of the unaffiliated focus 
group agreed with this assessment.  Adding emphasis, No Religious Affiliation 
Graduate 4T remembered the upper division classes as more relatable to the “real 
world.”  
Research Question Two Summary:  Regarding the cognitive domain, 
graduates recollected that their most meaningful learning experiences were directly 
connected to their lives.  Personal experience proved a necessary starting point for 
students to grasp and appreciate more abstract concepts.  The required study to 
achieve this level of thought was remembered as particularly challenging as the first 
two years of religious education relied heavily on memorization.  Conversely, the 
graduates reflected a different experience as the rigor and creative challenge increased 
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with the second two years of instruction.  The emergent voice of the graduates 
suggested a re-examination of the first two years of the curriculum to assist younger 
students in drawing connections between their lived experience and the study of the 
faith.  While the eclectic population of perspectives poses a challenge for addressing 
different needs of students, this diversity is also described as an asset by the graduates.  
Overall, graduates recommended connecting personal experience to engage students in 
their cognitive learning. 
Research Question Three: Affective Domain 
The third research question focused on the affective domain of religious 
education.  Graduates were asked to voice their opinions regarding the relational 
topics of compassion, respect, community, and developing a personal relationship with 
Jesus.  In addition to the fundamental aspects of this domain, graduates reflected on 
their relationships with their teachers as fundamentally important. 
Survey Data Analysis of Research Question Three 
On the initial survey question concerning overall impact of the program, 
graduates commented on the importance of their relationship with their teachers.  This 
topic was further addressed as an essential dimension of the affective domain.   
Strengths: Positive responses regarding relationships with teachers from the 
opening survey question.  The predominant response of graduates described their 
relationship with their religious education teacher as positive.   
Strength 1: Positive relationships with religious education teachers were 
impactful. Religious Educational scholarship describes the relationship between the 
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teacher and students as foundational to religious education (Engebretson, 2012).  
Evidence of this concept was shared by most responses regarding this relationship.   
Two graduates observed their relationships with their religious education 
teachers as inspirational.  Convert to Catholicism Graduate #98 noted, “[Teacher B] 
and [Teacher F] were both influential religious leaders.”  Providing a similar and fuller 
description, Catholic Graduate #2 shared: 
Being able to connect with my teachers at St. Jerome’s, especially in my 
religion classes, helped me grow in my Catholicism. Seeing their dedication 
and the way they interacted with their religion encouraged me to do the same 
with my religion. I was closest to my religious beliefs in my high school years 
because of the connections I had with my teachers and my peers. 
Offering a slightly different perspective, Non-Catholic Christian Graduate #40 
reflected that: 
Before attending St. Jerome’s, I went to an Adventist school and they were 
very firm and strict in the guidelines they followed, and it didn't feel like a very 
accepting community, which lead to my lack of faith. After going to St. 
Jerome’s and seeing the way our teachers accepted people as well as the way 
they spoke about church and the experiences we had dealing with the church 
helped me gain a new belief. 
One Catholic graduate noted an appreciation for clear and concise teaching regarding 
religious education.  Catholic Graduate #61 stated: 
[Teacher B] was a phenomenal religious education professor. He verbalized 
commonly held and implicit ideas and doctrine. He turned Catholicism, 
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through his vigorous defense of the faith and its teachings even if they were 
controversial, from mere feelings into educated faith and belief. He showed me 
the importance of rejecting religious mediocracy. 
The recognition of praise for their former teachers as mentors was reflected 
throughout the comments of the graduates.  However, there was a minority that shared 
challenges. 
Challenge: The relationship with some teachers negatively impacted the 
overall experience of the program.  A minority of graduates recounted difficult 
relationships with specific teachers.  Although these situations were few and isolated, 
listening to these voices is important for future programmatic considerations.   
Challenge 1: The relationship with some teachers negatively impacted the 
overall experience of the program.  The noted strength of positively impactful 
relationships with teachers was not universally true among the graduate responses.  
Several graduates noted characteristics that were counterproductive.   
For a couple of graduates, a strict or dogmatic approach to religious education 
was not well received.  A No Religious Affiliation Graduate #85 commented that, 
“The apologetics that some teachers engaged in with students were sometimes 
confrontational and were less interested in genuine communication, but rather 
explaining why the student was wrong.”  Former Catholic Graduate #15 agreed and 
stated, “Some of the teachers were too aggressive about it and pushed many students 
away.”  Additionally, some graduates thought that a poor relationship with a teacher 
impacted their course grade.  Former Catholic Graduate #81 felt that:  
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The teacher I had for two of my years at St. Jerome was very rigid with his 
idea on what it meant to be Catholic, and it showed in his teaching/grading. 
Students who did not identify with rigid traditional Catholic beliefs risked 
getting lower grades on papers if they expressed those beliefs. 
Furthermore, Former Catholic Graduate #80 explained that the poor relationship with 
a teacher contributed to disaffiliating with the Church:  
I felt that the conservative and traditional lens that some teachers had on 
Catholicism did nothing but turn me away from the Catholic Church and 
organized religion as a whole, which was something I grew up with and was an 
identity I was proud of prior to the suppressive religious education. 
Department Outcome #7: Compassion.  Compassion was the highest rated 
departmental outcome related to the affective domain.  Graduates rated this outcome 
with a combined score of 3.70 and is the third highest overall.  Catholic Graduates 
rated this outcome with a score of 4.17 while the No Religious Affiliation Graduates 
provided mean score of 2.74.  
Table 18 
Department Outcome #7 – Compassion: Articulate and demonstrate a worldview 
based on the Gospel value of compassion for all human life 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 4.00 3.70 1.16 
   Catholic 35 4.00 4.17 0.86 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 3.00 2.74 1.14 
   Former Catholic 19 4.00 3.79 1.27 
   Non-Catholic Christian 15 4.00 3.73 0.16 
   Converted Catholic   2 4.50 4.50 0.71 
   Other   6 3.50 3.33 0.82 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
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A total of eleven graduates offered supplementary comments regarding their 
evaluations of the departmental outcome of compassion.  Eight students offered 
strength comments while three stated challenges.   
Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental 
outcome: Compassion.  Graduate responses reflected the departmental outcome of 
compassion as central to the St. Jerome religious charism and experienced this value 
throughout their entire school experience.   
Strength 1: Graduates were able to apply the outcome of compassion.  
Graduates reflected on the various means through which the departmental outcome of 
compassion became a personal value.  Catholic Graduate #66 shared, “Many teachers 
did not shy away from extrapolating the Gospel message to the current world and 
often challenged students to form educated opinions.”  Non-Catholic Graduate #68 
added:  
I find myself always relating things back to what I learned at St. Jerome’s. I 
think that St. Jerome’s really taught me how to care for people and show 
compassion to anyone who needs it. It made me want to help others in any way 
that I can. 
Former Catholic Graduate #17 shared, “I think this was exceptional. I think being 
compassionate is something I pride myself on.  Definitely something I took away.” 
Challenges: Considerations for improvement regarding the departmental 
outcome of Compassion.  A few graduates noted and expressed frustrations with 
actual practices of the Church and the value of compassion.   
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Challenge 1: Graduates reflected perceived inconsistencies between Church 
teaching and action.  Three graduate responses challenged actions of the Church 
alongside pronounced moral precepts.  For example, No Religious Affiliation 
Graduate #85 wrote, “the Gospel so clearly contradicts the actions of the Church, this 
always seemed quite hypocritical to me.”  One graduate’s opposition was situated in 
the controversial issue of abortion.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate #101 shared, 
“Great concept but you’ve got to be careful when you teach about the value of life in 
relation to abortion. I don't believe it is in the best interest of students to push this 
ideal.”   
Department Outcome #6: Respect. As the sixth highest rated departmental 
outcome, respect received a mean score of 3.51.   
Table 19 
Department Outcome #6 – Respect: Foster respect and reverence of God, self, others, 
creation, and the Catholic Faith. 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 4.00 3.51 1.13 
   Catholic 35 4.00 4.00 0.94 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 3.00 2.63 1.21 
   Former Catholic 19 3.00 3.11 1.15 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 4.00 3.81 0.75 
   Converted Catholic   2 4.50 4.50 0.71 
   Other   6 4.00 3.5 0.84 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
Sixteen graduates offered commentary to the departmental outcome of respect.  
Nine comments described strengths while seven others posed challenges.   
Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental 
outcome: Respect.  Graduates reflected on the value of respect as important and 
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clearly perceived as part of the program.  1)The value of respect was a clear focus of 
the learning experience.  2)The value of respect was reflected in the broader culture of 
the school experience.   
Strength 1: The value of respect was a clear focus of the learning experience.  
Many of the nine additional positive responses out of a total of sixteen reflected 
positive memories of the religious education program in relation to respect.  Catholic 
Graduate #21 wrote, “The religious education department made me appreciate the 
importance of caring for the whole person and is a main reason why I participate in 
different service activities at my current university.”  Catholic Graduate #51 also 
added, “While not perfect, I think religious education and our time at school helped us 
to establish this baseline of respect in the community.”   
Challenges: Considerations for improvement regarding the departmental 
outcome: Respect.  Critical responses in relation to the departmental outcome of 
respect shared similar concerns with the departmental outcome of compassion.  A few 
graduates expressed concern that the Church does not fully live up to the ideals for 
which it upholds.   
Challenge 1: Graduates reflected perceived inconsistencies between Church 
teaching and action.  Former Catholic Graduate #17 reflected that, “I think I’m a very 
respectful person and I still have a lot of respect for all of these things even if I don’t 
agree with a lot of practices or people within the faith.”  Furthermore, some graduates 
did not feel that their perspectives were respected within the structures of the school 
community.  Other Religious Affiliation Graduate #74 recounted, “I respect the 
Catholic Church but unfortunately they are not very understanding and respectful of 
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my beliefs.”  Former Catholic Graduate #79 addressed this topic as feeling like an 
outsider to the community:  
I have fostered respect and reverence for others and creation, but as a queer 
woman in the community, I did not feel a respect or reverence for self and still 
struggle with this. This is partly due to my Catholic background. 
Throughout the study, a significant number of graduates referenced discrepancies with 
Church teaching regarding same sex relationships and their own opinion on the matter.   
Department Outcome #11: Community. In relation to the other departmental 
outcomes, community was rated as ninth out of twelve overall qualities and received 
an overall mean score of 3.34.  The subsequent comments below reflect varying 
experiences of this outcome in relation to the religious education classroom 
experience.  
Table 20 
Department Outcome #11 – Community: Foster an appreciation for community as 
integral to knowing God 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 4.00 3.34 1.22 
   Catholic 35 4.00 3.77 0.84 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 2.00 2.47 1.31 
   Former Catholic 19 3.00 3.00 1.29 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 4.00 3.69 1.20 
   Converted Catholic   2 5.00 5.00 0.00 
   Other   6 3.50 3.17 0.98 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
Twelve graduates added commentary to their numerical evaluation of the 
departmental outcome of community.  Seven graduates offered strengths for 
consideration while five stated challenges.   
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Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental 
outcome: Community.  Community served as an area strength for many graduates.   
Strength 1: The value of community was enjoyed by the graduates of St. 
Jerome’s.  Graduates reflected on the many ways they positively experienced the 
departmental outcome of community.  Catholic Graduate #78 remembered, “We were 
surrounded by a good community.”  No Religious Affiliation Graduate #96 recounted, 
“The [school] community always felt like a family to me.”  And lastly, Non-Catholic 
Christian Graduate #68 shared:  
I will forever be grateful for community I found at St. Jerome’s. I always felt 
safe and at home around the people at St. Jerome’s because community was 
such a big focus. I am constantly looking for ways to make people around me 
feel that sense of community found through knowing God because it is truly 
one of the best feelings. 
Challenges: Considerations for improvement regarding the departmental 
outcome: Community.  Not all graduates maintained positive associations with the 
community life of high school.   
Challenge 1: Graduates reflected perceived inconsistencies between the ideals 
of community and the actual lived experience.  Five graduates shared that the program 
seemed disconnected from the stated ideal.  Catholic Graduate #51 commented that, 
“It proposes the idea, but I think the grandiose nature of these assumptions may drive 
the impact down for people.”  Former Catholic #17 reflected that, “I don’t really feel 
the need for my personal relationship with God and the universe to include others.”   
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Department Outcome 1: Developing a relationship with Jesus. This 
departmental outcome was scored second to the lowest on the complete list of twelve.  
With a median score of 3.02, this departmental outcome was rated just above the 
“moderately effective” range.   
Table 21 
Department Outcome #1 – Jesus: Grow an understanding of and relationship with 
Jesus Christ 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 3.00 3.02 1.26 
   Catholic 35 4.00 3.49 1.04 
   Former Catholic 19 3.00 2.90 1.41 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 4.00 3.50 1.16 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 2.00 2.16 1.02 
   Converted Catholic   2 3.50 3.50 0.70 
   Other   6 1.50 2.00 1.27 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
The open-ended responses described a wide range of elements that impacted 
this rating.  Out of the thirty-three responses provided, ten graduates reported positive 
experiences, five related this outcome in relation to their relationship with their 
teacher, eleven graduates felt disconnected from the topic, and six graduates 
communicated indifference to developing a relationship with Jesus.  
Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental 
outcome: Developing a relationship with Jesus.  Graduates reflected on experiences 
related to the teachers and overall school community that provided avenues for growth 
in their relationship with Jesus.  The comments were communicated from a diversity 
of student perspectives.  1)Strength: Graduates reflected on growing in their 
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relationship with Jesus.  2)Religious education teachers helped graduates grow in 
their relationship with Jesus. 
Strength 1: Graduates reflected on growing in their relationship with Jesus.  
Ten graduates posted supportive comments regarding this departmental outcome.  
Catholic Graduate #48 wrote, “I felt taking religion classes made my relationship with 
God and Jesus stronger.”  This sentiment was also shared by Catholic Graduate #78, 
“I did understand how a relationship with Jesus was supposed to work after leaving 
high school.”  Non-Catholic Christian Graduate #68 contributed that:  
Getting to learn about Catholicism helped me strengthen my relationship with 
Jesus because I got to talk about him every day. From religious classes, to 
prayer before the start of every class, Jesus was always a topic of conversation 
which helped me strengthen and understand my relationship with him. 
Adding further texture to responses, No Religious Affiliation Graduate #62 responded 
with the following comment: 
I don't practice Christianity, but whenever I learned about Jesus, I always 
thought he was a cool dude. One of the most important things I learned in my 
theology classes is how to interpret the Bible. The Bible is basically a history 
book in some sections, and I was taught that the problems that early Christians 
faced are identical to ones that disenfranchised people in our modern-day face. 
From what I learned about Jesus, he always cared more about those who 
needed help and assistance: the diseased, jailed, paralyzed, poor, etc. These are 
people who need help but are left out and abandoned by society. In [city of the 
school], these same people exist today but it has become a societal norm to 
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avoid and ostracize them. So, while I don't feel like I have a relationship with 
Christ, his teachings are valuable to me. 
Former Catholic Graduate #17 also relayed a message reflecting a supportive 
experience: 
Considering I don’t necessarily align myself with Christianity 100% I would 
say that this was slightly effective. I love Jesus and the things that he did. I 
think a lot of his teachings are misinterpreted and used for things other than 
what he would have wanted. I like who Jesus was I don’t like how people use 
him as justification for their political beliefs. My personal relationship I would 
say is pretty good as I strive to live by his teachings still. 
No Religious Affiliation Graduate #67 also reported an overall positive experience, 
stating: 
I believe (well, I know, it's been proven) that Jesus was a real person who had 
a profound effect on the human race. While I do not believe he was God, I did 
like developing an understanding of his teachings of forgiveness, humility, 
love and so on. 
The responses from the diverse of religious affiliation groups reflects the power of 
religious education students from a wide variety of perspectives.   
Strength 2: Religious education teachers helped graduates grow in their 
relationship with Jesus. A few graduates correlated their positive relationship with 
their teachers with growing in their understanding of Jesus.  Catholic Graduate #66 
share that, “I had many teachers who taught about the importance of a personal 
relationship with Jesus Christ. I think this was more impactful than the "one size fits 
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all" Jesus relationships that other teachers may adopt.” Former Catholic Graduate #81 
also shared a similar comment. “I felt like in some of my classes (especially [Teacher 
A], shout out!) I could understand how a person’s relationship with Christ could make 
a positive impact on their life.” 
Challenges: Considerations for improvement regarding the departmental 
outcome: Developing a relationship with Jesus.  Several graduates voiced 
challenges to this departmental outcome. 1)Challenge: Graduates reflected on 
impediments within the religious education classroom that were barriers with this 
departmental outcome.  2)Challenge: Responses of indifference.   
Challenge 1: Graduates reflected on impediments within the religious 
education classroom that were barriers with this departmental outcome.  Eleven 
graduates expressed that the content and delivery was ineffective in helping students 
grow in understanding and their relationship with Jesus.  An exemplary quotation 
representing this group of graduates, Catholic Graduate #13 shared:  
I believe that one of the Catholic Church’s biggest weaknesses is youth 
engagement.  Why aren’t young people going to church?  Because the Church 
has chosen to function in outdated ways that young people do not respond to 
whatsoever.  Jesus adapted to his audience in order to engage them in God’s 
love, and the Church and most all traditional Catholic teaching has ignored that 
principle and deserted the youth. 
Providing further context for this stated lack of connection, graduates shared a desire 
for greater clarity in growing in relationship with Jesus.  Catholic Graduate #24 
remembered, “No one ever really took the time to explain this relationship [with 
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Jesus]. Most teachers really just assumed we knew what the relationship was and how 
it was in our lives.”  Furthermore, Catholic Graduate #39 reflected that, “I felt my 
education was more centered on God rather than on Jesus.” 
Other graduates further explained with examples of the lack of engagement 
with this departmental outcome.  Catholic Graduate #33 wrote, “When the classes we 
take are solely educational and based on learning historical facts that relate to religion 
it doesn’t make one close with Jesus. We didn’t do many activities that helped you 
gain an emotional relationship with the religion.”  Furthermore, No Religious 
Affiliation Graduate #85 expressed, “In some ways, the classes most associated with 
Christ specifically (Christology, New Testament studies, etc.) seemed to be more 
regurgitations of pseudo-philosophical arguments (e.g. St. Thomas Aquinas’ 
arguments) than building an understanding of Christ.”  Additionally, Former Catholic 
Graduate #50 shared, “I felt like I learned facts in religion class, not how to be closer 
to Jesus.”   
Three different Non-Catholic Christian Graduates offered similar 
contributions to this discussion.  Reflective of these three comments in general, Non-
Catholic Christian Graduate #36 wrote, “I found there to be little emphasis on having 
and growing a relationship with Jesus; still, the classes did a decent job at explaining 
who he was and what he did.” 
Challenge 2: Responses of indifference.  Six graduates expressed feelings of 
indifference concerning the departmental outcome of building a relationship with 
Jesus.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate #86 reflected that, “I learned what 
Catholicism thought about Jesus. It doesn't really impact me today.”  Other Religious 
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Affiliation Graduate #20 explained that, “I have never had a strong religious belief in 
Christianity - although St. Jerome’s enabled me to understand this religious tradition 
much more, I don’t think it influenced me to grow in my relationship with Christ.”  
Some graduates shared deeper reservations regarding this departmental outcome.  
Former Catholic Graduate #8 wrote, “I just kind of out-grew Jesus.”  Other Religious 
Affiliation Graduate #74 expressed, “I understand Jesus, but I also never had or will 
have a relationship with him.” 
Focus Group Interview Analysis of Research Question Three 
The third research question for this study focused on the affective domain.  
Accessing this relational dimension within a classroom setting is a challenging task.  
Reflecting on their experience of religious education, graduates naturally described 
their relationship with the teacher as foundational to this aspect of formation.  
Primarily, graduates remembered positive and supportive relationships with their 
teachers, but this was not uniformly the case.  The following theme synthesizes the 
graduate experiences of faith formation in relation to their perceived relationship with 
their teachers: 
T1. The teacher-to-student relationship is remembered as critical to successful 
formation in the religious education classroom.   
The following narrative further explains the experiences expressed by the focus 
groups. 
Theme one: The teacher-to-student relationship is remembered as critical to 
successful formation in the religious education classroom.  At the center of student 
experience in religious education is the relationship with the teacher.  Most graduates 
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recounted their relationships with teachers as positive and sources of inspiration.  
However, some relationships are not remembered this way.  The following categories 
delves into the complexity of these relationships. 
C1. Positive examples of teacher and student relationships. 
C2. Challenging examples of teacher and student relationships.   
Preferences for teaching styles and personalities were generally agreed upon, but there 
were experiential differences.  
C1. Positive examples of teacher and student relationships.  The majority of 
students interviewed shared positive reflections regarding their relationships with 
religious education teachers.  Graduates positively evaluated teachers who provided 
the most opportunities to ask questions and actively engaged in dialogue.  These 
attributes were described by all four focus groups.  As an example, Former Catholic 
Graduate 3P stated, “I was able to talk things through and question things.”  
For No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4V, the positive relationship with one of 
her teachers grew over time.  This graduate entered high school with little background 
experience in religious education. She distinctly remembered her first religious 
education class and nervously meeting her teacher.  At first, due to the required nature 
of the class, it felt “forced.”  Additionally, the class activities were an entirely new 
experience and she remembered thinking, “wow, this is so out of my comfort zone.”  
After a few weeks of the class, she grew to enjoy the class and the teacher,  realizing 
that her teacher “wasn't trying to push her agenda on me at all. She was really open 
minded and sharing with us rather than saying like, here's how it is.”  No Religious 
Affiliation Graduate 4V continues to speak of this teacher as an inspiration to her life.  
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No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W also remembered a positive first day of 
freshmen year.  He recounted that one of the first class activities asked students to 
write down your religious affiliation.  After giving this instruction he said, “and [the 
teachers said,] “if you don't believe in Catholicism. That's okay.” I had never heard 
that all ten years of Catholic elementary and middle school. That was awesome.”  This 
experience put him, and his classmates, at ease.  Sharing a similar experience, No 
Religious Affiliation Graduate 4V was relieved and felt more drawn to embrace the 
experience of religious education due to his relationship with his teacher.  He 
exclaimed that, “if every Catholic were like [this Teacher and another teacher in the 
department], I would be incredibly devout.”  Reflecting on his own thinking, No 
Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W summarized by saying, “the common theme is that 
they [Religious Education teachers] all made every kid feel accepted and that their 
beliefs are okay. They are also just really nice and awesome people.” 
No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4X also shared a story stating her 
appreciation for one religious education teacher.  She recalled that, “he stood out to 
me because he was just so accepting of everyone as individuals.  I think that's really 
healthy for people.”  As someone who did not see herself as overly religious, this 
“acknowledgement” felt welcoming.  
C2. Challenging examples of teacher and student relationships.  Each focus 
group agreed that negative teacher interactions were more the exception rather than 
the rule.  However, each group was able to provide examples of problematic 
relationships that were counterproductive to the overall mission of religious education.  
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The challenges associated with teacher-to-student relationships had to do with 
the teacher’s approach to the subject area.  Some teachers were described as 
promoting religious education through a narrower lens which was perceived as less 
invitational.  Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 3R described this as being “felt forced 
into boxes.”  Formerly Catholic Graduate 3S described this approach as “this is what 
you need to now believe.”  This perception carried over onto assessments when the 
same graduate noted that she had to “write answers on tests that I didn't feel 
comfortable with.”  Formerly Catholic Graduate 3O agreed and noted that she “would 
write what I thought [the teacher] would want to hear, not actually what you thought.”  
Formerly Catholic Graduate 3P continued that, “I didn't feel comfortable speaking 
up” limiting her ability to fully engage in an authentic manner.  Formerly Catholic 
Graduate 3S warned that such an atmosphere can “just turn people right away.”  
Addressing this same concern from a different focus group, No Religious Affiliation 
Graduate 4V similarly recounted that, “I just didn’t really feel like I could give a full 
honest answer.”   
One suggestion by Former Catholic Graduate 3S promoted the idea of asking 
students on tests, “What does the Church think about this? What do you think about 
this? How can you resolve the two?”  Former Catholic Graduate 3R concurred that 
this format of analysis would allow room for students to demonstrate their knowledge 
of the content while expressing their own personal opinions.  She noted that during her 
experience, there was not a clear enough separation between student personal growth 
and matters of official teaching.   
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Additionally, graduates noted that high levels of trust are necessary between 
students and Religious Education teachers.  As Former Catholic Graduate 3S 
explained, without trust, one will only give answers in relation to what they believe 
the teacher wants to hear.  Formerly Catholic Graduate 3O concurred that one cannot 
demand agreement with church teaching but instead to engage in dialogue with the 
concepts of the class.  In classes with open dialogue and trust, Former Catholic 
Graduate 3O remembers feeling “better understood.”   
After addressing these challenges, each focus group returned to emphasize 
their overall appreciation for their relationships with their Religious Education 
teachers.  An excellent example of this sentiment was shared by Former Catholic 
Graduate 3R, noting that it is much “easier to focus on the bad rather than the good.”   
Research Question Three Summary: Graduates relied upon their teachers to 
provide an instructional experience that was not just informational but 
transformational in nature.  As described above, the teacher-to-student relationship 
was fundamental to the success of providing a holistic education.  Beyond the 
necessity of a supportive and positive relationship, teachers must present the course 
content through a lens that engages the student on their spiritual journey.  Amplifying 
the affective domain requires an open invitation to the students to see themselves in 
the broader story of faith.  
Research Question Four: Behavioral Domain 
The fourth research question centered on the behavioral domain of religious 
education.  This third domain fosters the development of skills and habits intended for 
use beyond the scope of the classroom.  For this domain, graduates evaluated the 
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departmental outcomes of service, dialogue, vocation, and prayer.  Overall, graduates 
expressed an appreciation for these life skills.   
Survey Data Analysis of Research Question Four 
Graduates reported only a limited number of responses related to the 
behavioral domain in the opening survey question concerning impact.  The one 
commonly shared response described graduates who sought a university with an 
atmosphere similar to their Catholic high school experience.   
Strengths: Response regarding the behavioral domain from the opening 
survey question.  Graduates noted that the impact of the program influenced decisions 
concerning further studies beyond high school.   
Strength 1: Influenced decision to attend a Catholic University.  Several 
graduates noted that the positive impact of the religious education program influenced 
their decision to attend a Catholic university after high school.  Three graduates noted 
that they are currently attending a Jesuit university to further experience the Catholic 
charism experience in high school.  Representing these comments, Catholic Graduate 
#21 noted:  
Attending a Catholic high school helped me make a seamless transition to my 
current university, which is also Catholic. I have also felt more engaged in 
learning about the Jesuit values at my current school because I can compare 
them with the [school charism] I learned in high school. 
Department Outcome #8: Service. Service garnered the highest rated 
behavioral domain departmental outcome and second highest rated overall with a 
cumulative score of 4.00.  Catholic, Former Catholic, Non-Catholic, and Converted 
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Catholics all rated this outcome with a score of 4.14 or higher.  Of those groups listed, 
Catholics reported the lowest rating of 4.24 while Non-Catholic Christian and 
Converted Catholics both rated service with a 4.50. 
Table 22 
Department Outcome #8 – Service: Understand and engage in the Gospel value of 
service to others, especially the poor. 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 4.00 4.00 1.05 
   Catholic 35 4.00 4.14 0.77 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 3.00 3.32 1.34 
   Former Catholic 19 5.00 4.26 1.10 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 4.50 4.50 0.52 
   Converted Catholic   2 4.50 4.50 0.71 
   Other   6 4.00 3.67 1.51 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
A total of fifteen students offered additional qualitative responses to further 
explain their experience of service.  Thirteen graduates reported favorable comments 
about positive aspects of the program, support for the required service components, 
and expressing appreciation for service as means to connect learning to real life.  
Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental 
outcome: Service.  Graduate responses reflected on learning and living the school 
charism both inside and outside of the religious education classroom.  1)Strength: 
Service-learning requirements effectively promoted the departmental outcome of 
service. 2)Strength: Required service learning in religious education fostered making 
real life connections. 
Strength 1: Service-learning requirements effectively promoted the 
departmental outcome of service. A total of seven students posted favorable comments 
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pertaining to the required service-learning components of the religious education 
program.  Catholic Graduate #51 shared, “The school and classes made it easy to 
establish and volunteer for modes of outreach.”  Former Catholic Graduate #57 
further explained, “the social justice teachings really served as the base of my values. I 
surround myself with people of similar values who want to bring more equality to the 
USA and the world.”   
Four graduates expressed appreciation for the required nature of the service-
learning components built into the curriculum.  Catholic Graduate #78 explained, “It 
was required thankfully.  Service learning was a strong positive.” Former Catholic 
Graduate #3 added, “Required service hours are great! Could put more emphasis on 
teaching how groups of people become marginalized or "poor."”  For two graduates, 
service was purposeful in helping them grow as a person even if religiosity was not a 
personal priority.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate #67 added, “Religion didn't help 
me at all, but being forced to go out and do service really helped me understand how 
easy it is to help other people.”  Furthermore, No Religious Affiliation Graduate #86 
expressed that, “It gave us a chance to see beyond the school walls, and how we can 
impact people’s lives. I continue this, but not because of religious reasons.” 
Strength 2: Required service learning in religious education fostered making 
real life connections.  Four graduates expressed appreciation that service-learning 
projects were opportunities to connect religious formation with the wider community.  
No Religious Affiliation Graduate #41 wrote, “I really appreciated [Christian 
Leadership] class when we visited an elementary school and met with a buddy. I think 
it greatly benefitted both the younger students and us mentors. We all enjoyed that.”  
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For one student, service opportunities helped shape a personal interest.  Non-Catholic 
Christian Graduate #68 explained that:  
This was a big thing for me before and throughout high school. I constantly 
found myself wanting to help others but not knowing how. Through the service 
projects and by learning about the value of service I learned and participated in 
so many experiences that helped those less fortunate. Even today I am still 
helping the poor in any way that I can. I still try to find time to volunteer 
serving meals. 
Challenge: Considerations for improvement regarding the departmental 
outcome: Service.  A few graduates offered critiques concerning this departmental 
outcome. 1)Challenge: The service-learning component could be improved.  
2)Challenge: Response of indifference.   
Challenge 1: The service-learning component could be improved.  Five 
graduates expressed shortcomings of the required service opportunities.  One graduate 
lamented that other students didn’t personally invest more into the service 
opportunities afforded during high school.  Non-Catholic Christian Graduate #58 
explained:  
I enjoyed doing all the service learning projects. I think they were a good way 
for students to go out and serve, but I felt that a lot of the students did not feel 
the same, and they only saw this as another barrier on the way to graduation. I 
think when introducing these projects, there should be some more motivational 
speeches or personal testimonies about service.” 
152 
 
Former Catholic Graduate #79 stated that, “Honestly, this could be taken way further. 
I really appreciate all of the volunteer/service options I had in high school. Christian 
Leadership had very strong service elements.”  One graduate struggled with the 
quality and quantity of service opportunities provided by the school.  Catholic 
Graduate #66 shared the opinion that:  
Overall, I felt that service was not a very strong value among students 
compared to other Catholic schools around. However, teachers highly valued 
service and there were always excellent opportunities to serve. I wish more 
people valued service during my time at St. Jerome’s. 
 
Department Outcome #9 Dialogue. Graduates rated the department outcome 
of dialogue as the second most effective behavioral domain with a median rating of 
3.67.  Unlike many of other domains, former Catholics rated this outcome the highest 
of the religious affiliation groups with more than 6 participants with a median score of 
3.90.   
Table 23 
Department Outcome #9 – Dialogue: Engage in respectful dialogue and relationships 
with people from a variety of faith perspectives 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 4.00 3.67 1.20 
   Catholic 35 4.00 3.74 1.12 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 4.00 3.58 1.47 
   Former Catholic 19 4.00 3.90 1.24 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 3.50 3.31 1.01 
   Converted Catholic   2 5.00 5.00 .000 
   Other   6 3.00 3.33 1.03 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
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Twenty-four graduates offered commentary related to their experience of the 
departmental outcome of dialogue.  Fourteen graduates noted strengths while ten 
suggested challenges.   
Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental 
outcome: Dialogue.  Graduates reflected positively that this departmental outcome 
helped create real-life connections with the content of religious education.  This was 
experienced during comparative religious study and modeled well by teachers.  
1)Strength: The departmental outcome of dialogue is an applicable and useful skill in 
real life. 2)Strength: The World Religions class provided opportunities to learn about 
and experience dialogue.  3)Strength: Religious education teachers fostered the 
departmental value of dialogue. 
Strength 1: The departmental outcome of dialogue is an applicable and useful 
skill in real life.  Four graduates, each from different religious perspectives, expressed 
appreciation for this departmental outcome.  Catholic Graduate #30 stated:  
Most of my friends in college are not Catholic, but I still appreciate the 
conversations that we share. I also believe that I have had more robust 
discussions with them than I had with people who shared my faith at St. 
Jerome’s because it has made me reflect on my beliefs well enough to support 
them. 
Former Catholic #17 furthered this sentiment expressing “I do this all the time and am 
able to have effective and educational discussions with so many people.”  The other 
two comments from a Non-Catholic Christian Graduate #58 and a No Religious 
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Affiliation Graduate #86 further expressed gratitude for this aspect of religious 
education noting that it was “expressed extremely well.” 
2)Strength: The World Religions class provided opportunities to learn about 
and experience dialogue.  Graduates referenced the World Religions course most 
closely with the departmental outcome of dialogue.  These students appreciated this 
opportunity for growing in the skill of dialogue.  Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 
#68 wrote:  
Through World Religions I was able to learn about religions that were not just 
Catholicism. I think this is really important. Having just a small amount of 
knowledge on other religions helps me understand how to engage respectfully 
with people who do not believe the same things as me. I always try to listen 
and remember that not everyone will believe the same things I do. It is hard 
sometimes and part of me wishes we had practiced this more in high school. 
Other graduates recommended that more inter-religious study is necessary for growth 
for this indicator.  Catholic Graduate #21 suggested, “I wish that I had more 
opportunities to explore other faiths and speak to people of those faiths to gain 
different perspectives…” 
3)Strength: Religious education teachers fostered the departmental value of 
dialogue.  Graduates remembered teachers as essential for creating an atmosphere of 
dialogue.  Three Catholic graduates offered nearly identical comments.  Catholic 
Graduate #66 reflected that, “A majority of teachers promoted this in the classroom. 
Definitely a highlight of my religious education.”  Additionally, Convert to 
Catholicism Graduate #57 remembered that, “From my first religion class at St. 
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Jerome’s, I learned that respect and openness to other faith perspectives was 
demonstrated by Catholics throughout the Church.”   
Challenges: Considerations for improvement regarding the departmental 
outcome: Dialogue.  Graduates recognized the value of dialogue and expressed both 
shortcomings experienced as well as recommendations for further enhancement. 
1)Challenge: Debates proved unproductive for cultivating productive dialogue.  
2)Challenge: Some teachers were less effective in creating spaces for dialogue.  
3)Challenge: Recommendation to create more space for dialogue.   
Challenge 1: Debates proved unproductive for cultivating productive dialogue.  
Several graduates reflected negatively on the pedagogical choice of debate in creating 
an atmosphere of dialogue.  One student, Former Catholic Graduate #50, wrote in 
favor of this classroom activity by stating, “Anytime we had space to debate were 
times when I felt that religion class was teaching me the most.”  However, two other 
graduates cautioned the use of debate in class.  Former Catholic Graduate #81 
recalled that, “We never really discussed how to facilitate a conversation where 
everyone’s beliefs were respected. If you did not believe in god or a certain Catholic 
tradition, other students (or teachers) would shame you.”  Non-Catholic Christian #36 
provided further commentary that, “There was some room for dialogue between 
different faith backgrounds, but often times, these conversations fell flat of reaching 
their true potential and arguments would become circular.”   
Challenge 2: Some teachers were less effective in creating spaces for dialogue.  
In contrast to the opinions expressed above in the strengths of the departmental 
outcome, some graduates cautioned that not all teachers created an environment 
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conducive to dialogue.  These opinions were shared by two graduates with religious 
affiliation patterns from the Other category.  Other Religious Affiliation Graduate #20 
wrote, “Certain teachers were more willing to interact “on equal ground” with other 
faiths more than others.”  Other Religious Affiliation Graduate #69 offered a similar 
sentiment remembering that some teachers “actively fostered the opposite.”  
Challenge 3: Recommendation to create more space for dialogue.  For some 
graduates, the religious educational experience fell short of expectations of creating an 
atmosphere of dialogue.  Six graduates wrote similar concerns that can be summarized 
with the comment stated by Non-Catholic Christian Graduate #38, “In my experience, 
there was not space for that in my religious studies class. We were taught what the 
Catholic Church believed and that was it.”   
Departmental Outcome #12: Vocation. Graduates rated the departmental 
outcome of Vocation with an overall mean score of 3.40.  Catholic graduates assessed 
this outcome with the highest rating of 3.97 whereas no religious affiliation graduates 
did so with cumulative mean of 2.74. 
Table 24 
Department Outcome #12 – Vocation: Discern one’s sense of personal vocation, their 
specific calling by God to utilize their gifts and talents in the world around them. 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 4.00 3.40 1.32 
   Catholic 35 4.00 3.97 0.95 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 3.00 2.74 1.37 
   Former Catholic 19 3.00 3.05 1.47 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 4.00 3.44 1.09 
   Converted Catholic   2 5.00 5.00 0.00 
   Other   6 2.00 2.50 1.64 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
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A total of sixteen graduates offered supplemental responses to the 
departmental outcome of vocation.   Ten of them are noted strengths with six of them 
posing challenges.   
Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental 
outcome: Vocation.  For many graduates, the process of discerning one’s vocation 
through religious education was valuable experience.  1)Strength: A consistent and 
supportive environment for discerning of one’s vocation.  2)Strength: Specific 
religious education courses positively influenced student growth and understanding of 
personal vocation.   
Strength 1: A consistent and supportive environment for discerning of one’s 
vocation.  Catholic, Former Catholic, and Non-Catholic Christians all offered positive 
commentary in relation to this departmental outcome.  Catholic Graduate #66 
claimed, “St. Jerome’s has a free-spirited nature among students and teachers, helping 
students find out what their next step is after high school. I personally had an 
exceptional experience with vocation at St. Jerome’s.”  Non-Catholic Christian 
Graduate #73 also contributed by stating, “Major theme consistent in all that the 
school does.”  One student explained that the Religious Education program was 
instrumental in helping discover their vocation.  Former Catholic Graduate #17 
shared, “I’m going into nursing school because throughout my education the topic of 
vocation became clear to me and I felt the overwhelming need to help others and be 
with them during their time of need.”  And yet, Catholic Graduate #21 described and 
appreciation for the foundational experience that continues to support the search for 
one’s vocation by offering, “I am still trying to figure this out, but my Catholic 
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background has certainly contributed to me narrowing down and getting closer to 
discovering my vocation.” 
Strength 2: Specific religious education courses positively influenced student 
growth and understanding of personal vocation.  Two courses viewed as effective by 
graduates for instilling a positive sense of vocation were Christian Lifestyles and 
Christian Leadership.  These senior level courses were recognized for making 
connections between the curriculum and one’s future life endeavors.  Catholic 
Graduate #51 reflected that, “Christian Lifestyles was a really great class, and [the 
Teacher] did a great job at pushing these ideas and getting people prepared for a more 
independent but responsible and mindful lifestyle.”  Furthermore, Non-Catholic 
Christian graduate #68 stated that:  
Through Christian Leadership, I was able to find my vocation. I knew that I 
wanted to help people and through a lot of thought finally was able to decide I 
wanted to go into nursing. I think that without this experience I wouldn't have 
known that. It was hard for me to figure out and having classes where we 
talked about vocation and looked at our personal strengths and weaknesses was 
a huge help for me. 
The overall sentiment of positive responses appreciated the opportunity to reflect on 
one’s life purpose and future personal and professional direction. 
Challenges: Considerations for improvement regarding the departmental 
outcome: Vocation.  Graduates also noted concerns related to the topic of vocation.  
Challenge 1: A need for a stronger vocational focus.  Five graduated expressed 
a need for a stronger vocational focus.  Catholic Graduate #95 observed, “Could have 
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been taught more.”  Former Catholic Graduate #50 contributed that, “I did not feel 
like there was much talk of future vocations in religion class.”  Lastly, Former 
Catholic Graduate #93 associated his/her current ambivalence towards vocations to 
the shortcoming of the program by sharing that, “Well. I’ve dropped out of college 
and have no clue what I’m supposed to do with my life so... maybe not the most 
effective.”   
Department Outcome #4: Prayer. Graduates rated prayer as the lowest of the 
twelve different departmental outcomes.  With a mean score of 2.94, prayer was the 
only departmental outcome to score below a 3.0 (Moderately effective).   
Table 25 
Department Outcome #4 – Prayer: Grow spiritually through an active prayer life 
Religious Affiliation Pattern n Median M SD 
All 97 3.00 2.94 1.37 
   Catholic 35 3.00 3.51 1.07 
   No Religious Affiliation 19 1.00 1.79 1.27 
   Former Catholic 19 2.00 2.53 1.39 
   Non-Catholic Christian 16 4.00 3.44 1.09 
   Converted Catholic   2 4.50 4.50 0.71 
   Other   6 3.00 2.67 1.37 
Note.  Extremely Effective 5, Very Effective 4, Moderately Effective 3, Slightly Effective 2, Not Effective 
at All 1 
Graduates offered a total of nineteen comments regarding prayer.  Twelve of 
the comments noted strength while seven offered challenges.  
Strengths: Observations of successfully imparting the departmental 
outcome: Prayer.  The departmental outcome of prayer was experienced positively 
both inside and out of the religious education classroom.   
Strength 1: The practice of prayer was powerfully conveyed through the 
religious education program.  Three comments supported the prayer that took place 
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within the context of the religious studies classroom.  Former Catholic Graduate #79 
remembered that, “Mindfulness and meditation was a WONDERFUL aspect of my 
[school charism] education and I hope it’s been incorporated even more in classrooms 
since I’ve left.”  No Religious Affiliation Graduate #86 likewise stated, “Prayer was 
described as taking form in many different ways, through different kinds of mediation 
and self-reflection. It is an important tool regardless of one’s religious affiliation.” 
2)Strength: The departmental outcome of prayer was positively experienced 
through other programming within the school.  The other seven supportive comments 
concerning the departmental outcome of prayer recognized that prayer was 
experienced through the other formative facets of the school life.  For example, Non-
Catholic Christian Graduate #38 remembered that, “Prayer was something that was 
important during every class and I did grow in my prayer while at St. Jerome’s.”  
Furthermore, Non-Catholic Christian Graduate #68 additionally expressed this level 
of appreciation in stating that:  
Having prayer read over the speaker at the start of school, along with prayer in 
almost every single one of my classes, I felt there was always someone who 
could pray for me if I was struggling. Whether I needed prayer for an 
upcoming test or a sick family member, I knew that I could count on my peers 
to pray for me, and I was able to pray myself in a way that I wasn't able to 
before coming to St. Jerome’s. 
Two other students remembered formative experiences concerning prayer through 
school retreats.   
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Challenges: Considerations for improvement regarding the departmental 
outcome: Prayer.  Several graduates noted challenges regarding the departmental 
outcome of prayer.  
Challenge 1: The mandatory nature of prayer needs further consideration.  A 
couple of graduates offered commentary concerning the departmental outcome of 
prayer.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate #11 wrote, “Prayer can be used to heal for 
some people which I think is an amazing opportunity, but it should be optional.”   
Focus Group Interview Analysis of Research Question Four 
The fourth research question for this study focused on the behavioral 
dimension of religious education.  Graduates noted a variety of experiences during the 
religious education experience that fostered faith-based action.  To this end, the 
graduates recommended further experiential learning opportunities of this kind. 
T1. Graduates appreciated experiential learning opportunities that involved 
direct real-world application. 
The following analysis expresses the success of experiential learning. 
Theme one: Graduates appreciated experiential learning opportunities that 
involved direct real-world application.  Getting out of the classroom to engage with 
contemporary issues was remembered as valuable learning opportunities across all 
four focus groups.  The following categories explains the positive nature of these 
activities: 
C1. Graduates appreciated connections to contemporary topics. 
C2. Service-learning experiences were effective and appreciated. 
C3. Retreat ministry provided context for personal growth.  
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Furthermore, graduate recommended providing more learning opportunities of this 
kind.   
C1. Graduates appreciated connections to contemporary topics.  While 
reflecting on the nature of religious education within the behavioral domain, Catholic 
Graduates emphasized the need to express the faith as a lifestyle.  Catholic Graduate 
1E opined that, “It's important to acknowledge that Catholicism is something that is 
happening in the now and it's not just a history class.”  Furthermore, Catholic 
Graduate 1E warned that this important aspect of the program can get lost in the 
curriculum.  He noted, “it's very important to know that [these values] are lived, it's a 
mission. We live it through our actions and how we see the world.”  He encouraged 
teachers to facilitate, “constructive conversations and discussions about real world 
topics.”  
Graduates recalled assignments that analyzed contemporary events through the 
lens of scripture.  Catholic Graduate 1A remembered a classroom lesson from her 
freshmen year of this kind.  The assignment invited students to re-write a parable from 
the scriptures in a modern-day context.  Catholic Graduate 1B further supported this 
idea by stating, “I've always tried to relate that teaching that says this quote or that 
scripture to the real world somehow.”  In doing so, he tries to bring that message back 
to his “co-workers, family, and fraternity members.” 
No Religious Affiliation graduates also reflected on interpreting scripture 
through a modern lens.  No Religious Affiliation Graduates 4U and 4V suggested that 
a scripture study needs to center on contemporary issues such as racism.   The 
challenge that he noted is that scripture is often used as “proof” for one’s actions.  Yet 
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interpretation can be understood through many different lenses.  Therefore, No 
Religious Affiliation Graduate 4U suggests allowing students to grapple with 
interpretations themselves to gain a different point of view.   
The No Religious Affiliation focus group also suggested creating more 
opportunities for hands-on learning.  Referencing the disconnected nature of the first 
two years of religious education, No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4X recommended 
that the program consider these types of activities to meet the intended outcomes.  
This graduate remembered the first two years of study centered on examining texts.  
For this graduate, the “reading didn’t have a lot of meaning to me.”  In retrospect, she 
now recommends field trips or service outings to help students connect personal 
experience with the curriculum.  For example, when “teaching about generosity, 
provide an example of how you can do that in your day to day life.”   
Graduates recognized that connecting the content of religious education with 
contemporary life enables the curriculum to transcend religious affiliation differences.  
No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4U observed that while he does not identify as 
Christian, there are many values of Christianity that he does embrace.  Based on his 
experience of religious education, he noted that his acceptance of Christianity 
expanded through religious education classes.  He noted that “there are a lot of people, 
and I used to be one of them, who would claim the Church believes this and therefore 
I do not.”  However, upon spending more time within the Catholic education 
classroom, he grew to respect and appreciate Christian values such as love for 
neighbor.”  Furthermore, No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4U urged teachers to “go 
into more detail about the topics the Church believes.”   
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Unaffiliated Graduates appreciated opportunities for hands-on learning.  No 
Religious Affiliation Graduate 4V remembered Christian Leadership, as her “favorite” 
religious education course.  The hands-on nature of this course offered opportunities 
for students to mentor an elementary student once a week for an entire semester.  
Studying religion through the lens of mentoring a young person “was really special 
and I enjoyed that.  I think my whole class did.”  When asked to further explain the 
significance of this learning opportunity, No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4V went 
on to say that, “I personally love kids. I think they're fun.”  She enjoyed “getting off 
campus and getting to hang out with them and just learning about them and having 
that special relationship.”  She further explained, “It was really cool to get to know 
them and be there for them because they would talk to us, and we'd get to hang out 
with them.”  The relational dynamic was two-fold.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate 
4V concluded, “it was special for both of us.” 
Former Catholic Graduate 3Q enthusiastically endorsed the Christian 
Lifestyles course as a model example of religious education.  This class invited her to 
consider her future life choices to better understand her faith now.  She attributed this 
impact due to the skillful nature of the Teacher’s ability to probe the class with 
engaging questions.  For example:  
There's one project that he had us do that has you ask yourself a bunch of 
questions. I think there's 31 - 32 of them. And they are questions about way 
down in the future that you wouldn't think about otherwise. And then you have 
a real discussion with someone in your class about those questions. And you 
discover which parts of your faith or spirituality you want in the future and you 
165 
 
get to discuss those points with a peer rather than a teacher in front of a class 
where you might feel more judged. 
Another assignment from this class invited students to consider their future budgets 
and to consider how to become a good steward of one’s finances.  In this class context, 
Former Catholic Graduate 3Q felt she was free to respond openly and honestly with 
her teacher.  She was able to apply “Catholic morals” to her own life in a way “that 
made sense.”  She believes that students were more engaged when asked to consider 
how “they can improve their lives.”  Former Catholic Graduate 3Q concluded, these 
are the questions that “improve faith.” 
Another highly valued course by graduates from every focus group was World 
Religions.  Noted for utilizing creative projects, many graduates referenced this class 
as personally meaningful.  Catholic Graduate 1B reflected that discussions and 
questions were the central concerns of the class.   This pedagogical approach, “got us 
thinking critically.” 
C2. Service-learning experiences were effective and appreciated.  Many 
graduates from all focus groups discussed the behavioral domain through the lens of 
service learning.  Catholic Graduate 1F suggested that service was an effective 
method for addressing the behavioral domain.  Catholic Graduate 1D further 
recommended that these opportunities could help students discern their future 
vocation.   
No Religious Affiliation graduates also discussed the importance of connecting 
service learning to religious education.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W noted 
that “service” is closely related to the school’s “branding.”  Given the stated 
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importance of service by the school, service is a natural connection between the 
content of religious education to contemporary life.  Noting the interactive nature of 
service, No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W argued that spending more time doing 
service outweighs time spent in the classroom for several reasons.  First, “it’s fun.”  
Second, “You get to leave school and do stuff with your friends.” Third, “you get to 
see a real-world impact.”  Regular service opportunities would create ways for the 
content to become more “tangibly understood.”  
Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2J recognized a need to create service 
opportunities reflective of student career interests.  As a nursing student at a private 
Christian school (similar to Catholic Graduates 1D and 1F referenced above), she 
noted that her college program offers courses that connects faith studies to their field 
of study which she described as “almost like a vocation.”  Non-Catholic Christian 
Graduate 2M, a nursing major at a Catholic university added that it is important to 
make those type of personal connections to one’s lived experience.  She agreed with 
Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2J’s suggestion and stated, “I wish we had done 
more in high school.”   
Furthermore, Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2I emphasized and expressed 
the need to explicitly draw connections between one’s faith and acts of service.  He 
explained, “I think there is this mindset where we do service because that's what the 
school mandates.  But Jesus teaches us to serve. Those ideas never seemed 
connected.”  In religious education courses, he urged teachers to devote more time 
promoting service as integral to faith formation.  
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Former Catholic Graduate 3R also emphasized the need to focus on the 
purpose of service learning.  She argued that service projects are effective means for 
students from all religious perspectives to grow in affinity for Catholic values.  She 
noted that, “even if someone doesn't walk away from that Catholic, they're going to 
walk away from that with Christian values, whether they know that they have 
Christian values or not.”  
The power of service learning revealed the purpose of religious education for 
the Formerly Catholic graduate group.  Former Catholic Graduate 3S noted that:  
I think at the end of the day, our goal shouldn't be to convert people because I 
don't think that's necessarily realistic, especially with high school students. 
Honestly, just instilling those values in them is a win for the school and a huge 
part of Catholicism.  
Formerly Catholic Graduate 3O agreed and explained that, “I feel like that's what the 
Catholic Church is all about. The teachings are about loving and taking care of one 
another.”  Formerly Catholic Graduate 3P explained, “every single time I did service, 
I left probably more changed than I did in any of my religion classes.” 
In retrospect, the opportunities for hands-on learning provided valuable 
opportunities to gain experience, discern values, and apply them in the context of 
students’ lives.  Formerly Catholic Graduate 3Q is grateful for the experience of the 
junior year “Poverty Project” as an opportunity to study a contemporary issue and 
construct her own service-learning plan.  She explained, “I want to give credit to the 
program that was structured around service learning.”  While recognizing that service 
learning spanned all four years of the high school learning experience, she noted that 
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the junior level opportunity focused on the fact that “poverty in [this metropolitan city] 
is a huge thing.”  As a result, Former Catholic Graduate 3Q stated that, “that taught 
me probably more than any religion class could have taught me about poverty.” 
Furthermore, she shared that, “I don't think we take advantage of those hands-on 
approaches as much as we could have, and I appreciated those opportunities when we 
had them.”  
Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2K offered the suggestion that “a good 
theological worldview should inform the here and now. Like, why does this matter?”  
These questions need to be asked of the students to engage them in the process of deep 
reflection.  Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2K recommended that teachers need to 
help students make connections between what is going in their lives and world with 
the wisdom of the tradition of faith.  Furthermore, Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 
2K suggested that religious education needs to make use of the “rich history and so 
many figures.”  Especially those who are “marginalized figures and also people who 
stood up to injustice.”  These are the elements of the Christian story that can help 
students moving forward.  He explained that this through teaching about history we 
can “continue to move forward.”   
C3. Retreat ministry provided context for personal growth. Three Catholic 
graduates shared a common experience that the impact of the classroom experience 
could not be extracted from other school sponsored faith formation programs.  
Catholic Graduate 1G believed that he did not learn much new information during 
high school concerning Church doctrine due to his Catholic grade school background.  
However, he recognized that the numerous retreat programs offered in addition to the 
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religious education classes worked in tandem to grow his faith.  He reflected that the 
classroom and school retreats, “really helped me to think about my spirituality in a 
more practical way. In a way that involves the world… beyond “the Christian Catholic 
bubble of St. Jerome’s and now enter a more secular world and be okay with that.”  
His reflection concluded with, and that “really helped me in the way I think.”   
Catholic Graduate 1E, who shared similar experiences, commented that the 
religious education program was fortified by the school retreat programs.  He shared 
that, the “out-of-the-classroom experiences were the ones that really helped define my 
own spirituality and helped me explore what spirituality really meant to me.”   
Research Question Four Summary: Graduates valued opportunities to learn 
through doing.  The topics of service, dialogue, vocation, and prayer were all reviewed 
as important aspects of a lived faith.  Graduates noted the importance of these 
elements of the religious education curriculum and recommended highlighting these 
behaviors.  Curricular behavioral experiences from the junior and senior year 
curriculum stand out as most impactful.  The collective voices of the graduates 
emphasize that experiential learning is inviting to all learners and holds a possibility to 
transcend barriers of religious perspectives. 
Summary 
This chapter discussed findings derived from the data analysis of 106 surveys 
and four follow-up focus group interviews.  The findings compared the religious 
affiliation of graduates entering high school in relation to their current identity.  
Graduate quotations were associated by religious affiliation which provided greater 
context and depth of graduate perspectives.  Data revealed both congruent and 
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contrasting experiences of graduates which provided links between related themes and 
categories associated with each research question.  Examining the results by religious 
affiliation perspective allowed for the amplification of a diversity of perspectives.  
These distinct as well as unified voices provided a stronger analysis and the basis for 





















Chapter 5: Discussion, Recommendations, and Conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the influence of a Catholic high 
school religious education program in relation to subsequent religious affiliation of 
recent graduates.  Below are the four research questions addressed in this program 
evaluation: 
RQ1: How do recent high school graduates of the past three years evaluate 
their experience of formal Catholic high school religious education in 
relation to their own personal religious affiliation? 
RQ2D1: Cognitive Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school religious 
education program shape recent graduates’ knowledge of the Catholic 
faith?  
RQ3D2: Affective Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school religious 
education program shape recent graduates’ faith formation? 
RQ4D3: Behavioral Domain: How did the formal Catholic high school 
religious education program shape recent graduates’ life choices?  
Utilizing a survey followed by four focus group interviews, this study found 
that graduates from different religious affiliation perspectives expressed both unique 
and common observations related to their experience of the St. Jerome’s religious 
education program.  The resulting educational outcomes presented below are an 
analysis of the interaction between the voices of the graduates in relation to the 
program theory.  Each focus group provided emphasized an area of growth that 
correlates with each research question for this study.  The Former Catholic focus 
group provided commentary centered on the overall experience of the program.  The 
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Catholic focus group addressed perspectives related to the cognitive domain.  The 
Non-Catholic Christian focus group expressed strong recommendations centering on 
the affective domain.  Finally, the No Religious Affiliation group offered comments 
related to the behavioral dimension of religious education.  While each focus group 
presented different perspectives, the tandem expression of each group provided 
groundwork for improved religious education for all students.  Each educational 
outcome presented begins with example quotations from each focus group and is 
subsequently analyzed through the supporting literature for this study combined with 
the professional experience of the researcher.  Additionally, this chapter includes 
strengths and limitations of this study, recommendations for future research, and 
teaching implications for improved practice.   
Interpretation of Research Findings 
Studying the experience of recent graduates is a complex and multivariate task.  
Although graduate voices within the study ranged from superlative to resentful, there 
are important cumulative outcomes that arise from the graduate’s voices.  A 
presentation of four educational outcomes is as follows: 1) Foster student questions.  
2) Tailor instruction to meet diverse needs.  3) Invite students to “see themselves” 
in the story of Christianity.  4) Maintain and expand experiential learning. The 
discussion below demonstrates the common ground connecting graduate 
recommendations with the mission of the Church and guidance of religious 
educational scholars. 
Educational Outcome 1) Foster student questions.  The first research 
question for this study aimed to better understand the impact of the Catholic high 
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school religious education experience.  Reflections of the overall graduate experiences 
were mostly positive, however, their comments varied greatly.  Furthermore, data 
analysis revealed the theme that an open atmosphere of invitation to explore and 
personally engage with course content was remembered as imperative.   Therefore, 
one educational outcome from this study recommends enhancing the curricular 
experience by engaging more deeply with controversial topics.  Additionally, 
addressing these sensitive topics needs to center upon student questions and 
exploration.  This point of view was exemplified by the Former Catholic focus group. 
The discussion shared by the Former Catholic focus group centered around 
struggles of feeling outside the mainstream social group of the school.  As students 
grappling with some of the teachings of the Catholic Church, they described their 
experience as being within a liminal zone and not quite fitting in with students who are 
either inside or outside a Catholic identity.  Former Catholic Graduate 3R’s 
remembers observing three different populations of students within religious education 
classes and feeling lost in the middle.  She explained this phenomenon as follows: 
In terms of the people who I saw in my classes at St. Jerome’s, I think there are 
three groups. There's the group who doesn't care and isn't going to care and 
yet, it's our job to educate them, but they're not going to care. And then there's 
the group who is all gung-ho and is ready for it and is going to keep their 
beliefs. And then there's a third group, which sounds like a lot of us [the 
former Catholic graduate focus group] which wants the faith but is really 
struggling and questioning.  I think we're not doing enough for that third group 
of people. That's where we're losing a lot of teens and some people come back 
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to the faith later in life. And some people never do. So, we need to do more for 
that group of people.  
All participants within the Formerly Catholic focus group agreed with this assessment 
and described themselves as existing between two different cultural pluralities.   
Former Catholic Graduate 3Q offered further texture to this sentiment by 
stressing that the Church needs to respond to student questions through a more 
authentic lens.  She explained that “society is changing as it is today. People are 
asking questions and the Church isn’t ready to answer them.”  Without the option to 
question and “really explore…, we are just being left behind.”   
As the problem with disaffiliation is the operative concern for this study, better 
understanding the perspective of former Catholics is an important concern. As former 
Catholics, these graduates represent the larger trend of disaffiliation.  Their expressed 
need to ask questions, be heard, and engage more deeply with challenging teachings 
and practices of the Church needs further examination. 
This emergent need expressed by former Catholic graduates has common 
ground with Church directives on religious education.  As described in the literature 
review of this study, Pope Paul VI (1975) emphasized the need for dialogue amid the 
existing culture.  This teaching was reaffirmed and further promoted by Pope Paul II 
as he characterized this educational dialogue as the “New Evangelization” (1990, par. 
33).  Religious educators are instructed to engage in active dialogue embracing the 
goodness that already with society exists and offer pathways to a fulfilling life.   
While the messages of the “New Evangelization” may encourage and embrace 
dialogue with students, there is room for growth within the context of the classroom.  
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The remarks of the former Catholic graduates within this study are comparable to the 
responses in the McCarty and Vitek (2017) study noting the three different 
disaffiliation categories of the injured, the dissenter, and the drifter.  While not going 
into detail, the graduates referenced negative experiences with the Church outside of 
the school experience.  Each graduate expressed challenges concerning church 
teaching.  The most referenced the topic of struggle concerned same sex relationships.  
Most notably, their recommendation that the program amplify students’ questions and 
exploration of important topics reflects a need to engage young Catholics who may be 
drifting away from the faith.  McCarty and Vitek (2017) noted that many young 
people recounted leaving the Church and later felt that no one noticed or cared.  The 
former Catholic graduates from this study warn against this same outcome and urge 
religious educators to better engage in the questions and concerns that are of the 
highest priority for the students in the classroom.   
Educational Outcome 2) Tailor instruction to meet diverse needs.  The 
second research question for this study focused on the cognitive dimension of 
religious education.  Graduates from all religious perspectives expressed concern that 
the first two years of curriculum were less than engaging in comparison to the upper 
division courses.  Furthermore, each focus group shared differences in expected 
learning outcomes.  The Catholic focus group shared a need to grow in understanding 
explicitly in their understanding and practice of the Catholic faith.  Former Catholics, 
as noted in the previous analysis, desired to engage more deeply with the controversial 
issues related to Church teaching.  Non-Catholic Christians appreciated learning about 
the Christian faith through a Catholic lens but understood that there would be 
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differences from their own perspective.  No Religious Affiliation graduates reflected 
that the first two years of religious education felt tedious at times as they wanted to 
better understand the foundational reasons and benefits for being part of a religious 
institution.  Regardless of the expressed outcome, all four focus groups agreed that the 
religious educational experience could be improved by tailoring the educational 
outcomes to better match the interests and perspectives of individual students. 
The Catholic graduate focus group arrived at the conclusion of the benefits of a 
tailored educational experience through debating the purpose of the Catholic high 
school. Two graduates argued that the primary purpose of religious education is to 
primarily target the formation of Catholics.  Three graduates responded with a vision 
that included a broader scope of formation that is inclusive of the existing diversity of 
students.  The following commentary shares the discussion and arrival of the mutually 
agreed upon recommendation of tailoring religious instruction.  After Catholic 
Graduate 1F posed the philosophical question regarding the intended audience of 
religious education, he further posited: 
Is there a way for St. Jerome’s to better tailor the classes to individual needs? I 
think that's the best thing St. Jerome’s can do as a religious education program 
is finding the people who want to, or who are seeking… the view of 
Catholicism and get it to them. 
Catholic Graduate 1A offered a nuanced response to the question posed by 1F.  She 
responded by explaining:  
I think it would be potentially good to tailor the education, but I wouldn't want 
to split it off between students who are not Catholic because I feel like I had a 
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lot better discussion when I was in a classroom of mixed people on both sides. 
So, I wouldn't want to segregate people based on how they came into St. 
Jerome’s. Because I feel like the conversations that in class wouldn't be nearly 
as good because you'd be surrounded by people who are more likely to agree 
with what you think. 
Catholic Graduate 1B also spoke in support of the importance of maintaining a 
diversity of religious perspectives within the religious education classroom.  “I do 
think we should have people in the class with us that are religious and are not 
religious, because then we're just getting a full spectrum of everyone's point of view.” 
The subtext underneath the debate was how Catholic high schools can provide 
a stronger faith formation experience within the formal religious educational 
experience.  The current format was remembered as overly reliant upon objective tests 
and less directly related to student experience.  Additionally, the data from the study 
reflects a need to deepen the rigor of the religious educational experience to provide 
greater challenge and increase student engagement.  Graduates reflected on their 
appreciation of real-world connections and related projects associated with the second 
two years of education.  Providing learning experiences that encourages students to 
research topics of personal and moral interest in alignment with the core teachings of 
Catholicism could improve an improved overall experience for future students.  The 
data from this study reflects the desire among Catholic graduates who would have 
appreciated this opportunity to grow more deeply in their faith.  As it was, Catholic 
Graduate 1E recalled that he had to “go out of his way” to find these opportunities, as 
they were not embedded in the religious education curriculum itself.    
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An over-reliance upon the cognitive dimension of religious education appears 
to have been detrimental to the experience of the graduates first two years of religious 
instruction.  Religious educational scholar Thomas Groome recognized and warns 
against this temptation (1980, 1991, & 2011).  Groome emphasizes that the purpose of 
religious education is to produce a living faith that is inclusive of the intellectual, the 
affective, and behavioral dimensions of growth.  However, there are forces at play that 
could have impacted the curricular experience for these graduates. 
 As referenced in chapter two of this study, Catholics in general demonstrate a 
deficient knowledge of the faith (Cavadini, 2004; Engebrestson, 2014; Hoge et al., 
2001; Prothero, 2007; Smith & Denton, 2005).  Motivated by these challenging 
findings, the Catholic Church sought to increase the knowledge of the faithful with the 
publication of the Catechism (Catholic Church, 1994).  On the Catholic high school 
level, this eventually led to the creation of a uniform four-year curricular structure 
known as The Framework (USCCB, 2008).  While the intended authors of this 
document were the publishers for the creation of instructional materials, the 
expectation has fallen upon religious educators to ensure the implementation of the 
content.  At St. Jerome’s, this was the case as the curricular changes were made to 
adapt the newly required courses starting in the early 2010’s.  For the graduates of this 
study, they were the recipients of this newly designed curriculum which they recall 
overly emphasized the memorization of catechetical information.  While the intention 
of the The Framework was to provide a standardized curricular experience across 
Catholic high schools throughout the United States, the actual implantation of the 
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modified curricular experience may have proved negative for the graduates in this 
study.   
The principles of evangelization and catechesis as described in the Directory of 
Catechesis (Congregation for the Clergy, 1998, para. 181), provides support for the 
need to tailor religious education to meet the needs of individual students.  Students 
without a background or understanding of religious principals require instruction 
focused on evangelization.  This includes welcoming and meeting the student within 
their own situation in life.  Evangelization provides a context to understand the 
fundamental dimensions of living a faith life that includes knowing, serving, and 
living one’s faith.  Providing models of faith both past and present as well as 
experiences of service can help support new learners in the religious educational 
classroom.  Other students with stronger backgrounds in religious education require 
opportunities for catechesis.  These students with a stronger background of religious 
education need opportunities to deepen their understandings of the teachings and 
further grapple with the content.  Religious education scholar Kathleen Engebretson 
(2014) compares teaching religious education to that of a world language.  Students 
enter the classroom with a diverse array of abilities and interests and the work of the 
religious education teacher is to match the coursework with the needs of the students.  
For St. Jerome’s, providing instruction that meets the needs of diverse learners may 
improve the overall results of the program.   
Educational Outcome 3) Invite students to “see themselves” in the story of 
Christianity.  The third research question focused on the affective dimension of 
religious education.  As discussed in chapter four, graduates from all four focus groups 
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expounded upon their appreciation and the importance of positive relationships with 
their teachers as integral to success within the religious education classroom.  
Furthermore, Non-Catholic Christian graduates recommended that teachers can better 
leverage this relationship by inviting all students to “see themselves” within the story 
of faith.  This valuable insight was shared by Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2K.  
He shared that the program “was a huge part of shaping my faith today…” and that he 
attributed this growth to the teachers within the program.  He followed this 
compliment with the following suggestion: 
I just think the biggest feedback that I could give is… to make spaces in 
religious curriculum and teaching for individuals who are more marginalized. 
Or maybe who just had negative experiences with religion. I think a lot of 
people come into St. Jerome’s, either come from a more secular background or 
with no religious connection whatsoever, or from different identities, whether 
they are LGBTQ, women, people of color, where they might not see 
themselves in religion or faith and not fully understand that there's a space for 
them there. That is the school mission, of course, to accept and welcome all 
persons. But I think particularly in a religious context, it's so important because 
for a lot of people there is a lot of pain there. There's a lot of trauma. There's a 
lot of just, I don't see myself in that story of God. In my experience, that was 
absolutely the case. [While attending St. Jerome’s,] I was completely 
welcomed, accepted, loved, and cherished for who I was and that allowed me 
to see myself in a Christian context and a religion maybe for the first time. I 
think that's something that the staff and that the school should be reflecting on 
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and saying, how can I make this more inclusive? How can we help more 
students see themselves here? Because ultimately, I think that's how students 
are going to connect to religion and find faith is if they can personally see 
themselves there. (Non-Catholic Graduate 2K) 
In response, Non-Catholic Graduate 2M agreed.  She continued by adding: 
Yeah, I really agree with that. I feel like a lot of people are very hesitant when 
it comes to religion. And so just creating a place where everyone is going to 
feel safe to talk about anything that they want to talk about and just making it a 
place where everyone is welcomed. Not that it [St. Jerome’s] wasn't because it 
was. But just really focusing on that and making sure that everyone's going to 
have a good experience because a lot of people have had bad experiences 
previously. 
Non-Catholic Graduate 2I also struggled to “see himself” in the curriculum of 
religious education.  Like Graduate 2K, Non-Catholic Christian Graduate 2I also 
remembers and cherishes his relationships with his religious education teachers.  
However, in relation to this study, he noted that something was missing at the 
curriculum level.  While he expressed a great deal of respect for individual teachers, 
he did not experience a strong connection with course content.  In the classroom, 
“Everyone is kind of just teaching the basics of like this is who Jesus was.” From the 
“affective standpoint, the curriculum is dry and did not have a lot of emotion.”  
However, Non-Catholic graduate 2I explained, “when you talk to the individual 
teachers, they have a critically examined faith life and so that's great. When you talk to 
the people like [Teacher D], [Teacher A], [Teacher E], and [Teacher C] it's like, this is 
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a very emotionally healthy place to be.” In a later contribution during the discussion, 
he was able to summarize and succinctly express his advice for improving the 
experience of religious education by stating teachers need to “strive to make it 
[religious education] about the students own personal faith and beliefs rather than 
them feeling like they are learning someone else's.”   
The literature supporting this study strongly supports the observations of these 
graduates that the relationship between the teacher and student is vital to success in the 
religious education classroom.  Magisterial teaching of the Catholic Church states in 
the General Directory for Catechesis that this relationship is the necessary and 
essential conduit of delivery of the content of faith to the students (Congregation for 
the Clergy, 1998).  More recently, studies concerning the importance of relational 
authority (Springtide Research Institute, 2020) alongside the work of Smith et al. 
(2014) stress the importance of strong religious mentors within the faith formation 
process of young people.  Moreover, just as Non-Catholic Christian 2K observed, the 
teacher needs to welcome students to “see themselves” in the story of faith.   
As referenced in the literature review, a teacher’s ability to maintain and 
extend the invitation of faith to students is a phenomenon described as maintaining a 
“faithful presence within” (Engebretson, 2014)  In the spirit of the New 
Evangelization, the ministry of the religious education teacher is to cultivate 
relationships with students and foster personal growth.  Through example, the teacher 
is to model the Christian tradition through authentic dialogue encouraging and 
recognizing inherent goodness within each student.  Over time, the educator can share 
the story of faith and provide opportunities for students to reflect on the meaning and 
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provide opportunities for personal growth in matters of faith.  The posture of the 
teacher is one of invitation, encouragement, and respect.  Explicit and meaningful 
reflective exercises in addition to insightful conversations can, over time, invite 
students to build a sense of personal value and meaning reflective of their own 
discernment.  In the words of Non-Catholic Graduate 2I, “religion is a matter of the 
heart.”  
Educational Outcome 4) Maintain and expand experiential learning.  The 
fourth research question concentrated on the behavioral dimension of religious 
education.  All focus group graduates agreed that required service-learning projects 
and school sponsored retreats helped facilitate this dimension of formation.  
Additionally, graduates positively evaluated the junior and senior year curriculum as 
meaningful due to activities that invited student engagement, higher levels of 
academic rigor, and experiential learning opportunities.  While all focus groups agreed 
with this assessment, the No Religious Affiliation focus group were most vocal in 
their appraisal and recommendations for improvement in this area.  Reflecting on their 
experiences in high school, unaffiliated graduates provided several arguments for the 
development of stronger connections between the religious education curriculum and 
contemporary life.   
No Religious Affiliation graduates recalled that their best experiences of 
religious education occurred during their junior and senior year.  These courses 
provided learning activities that were engaging and hands-on.  For example, No 
Religious Affiliation Graduate 4U recalled his favorite two classes were experiential in 
nature.  This included Catholic Moral Thinking, a junior year course, and Sacred 
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Spaces, a senior summer school comparative religions elective.  Students were invited 
to grapple with modern issues and contemplate personal meaning.  No Religious 
Affiliation Graduate 4U evaluated both classes as “amazing” and were exemplar 
experiences of applying “religion in the real world.”  One suggestion that was 
enthusiastically supported by his peers was the creation of a course titled: 
Contemporary Religious Events.  He argued that such a course could help draw 
stronger connections between the content of religious education with contemporary 
life.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4W supported the creation of this class noting 
the usefulness not only for personal edification, but also as an instructive college 
preparatory class.  Graduates from this group recognized the importance and relevance 
of religious perspectives as central to matters of contemporary global concern.  
The second consideration for increasing experiential learning is the recognition 
that first year high school students without a background in religious education need a 
different starting point in religious education than their K-8 Catholic school 
elementary peers.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4U noted that some “damage 
control” needs to be done in this area.  He described the challenge of attending high 
school and taking religious education courses with which, many of his peers had a 
working knowledge that he did not.  He further explained that no religious affiliation 
graduates need an introduction to religious education that provides a basis for being 
part of a religious institution.  No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4U emphasized this 
point by stating some students “are coming in who don't know anything about 
Catholicism, but also just don't know anything about religion.”  This challenge was 
explained as a common barrier to many religiously unaffiliated graduates. 
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One suggestion provided by the No Religious Affiliation graduates was to 
offer content concerning world religions earlier and throughout the curricular 
experience.  The members of this focus group were unified in frustration with the lack 
of comparative religious education.  Instead, these graduates suggested weaving 
elements of inter-faith related topics and practices throughout the curriculum.  Given 
the lack of background in religious perspectives of many no religious affiliation 
students, No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4U noted that world religions could be a 
lens through which students “learn a lot more about just how religion works around 
the planet.”  He suggested that such topics could help explicitly connect the purpose 
and practice of religious faith with modern living.  Furthermore, these graduates 
suggested that studying more topics through an inter-religious lens could allow for 
more creative expression and exploration of spirituality.  While advocating for these 
changes, No Religious Affiliation Graduate 4X expressed that the program could 
“adapt to a wider audience” if more diversified expressions of faith were clearly 
taught.  In her experience, the content and design of courses were too narrow and 
restrictive in scope and application. In agreement with Graduate 4X,  No Religious 
Affiliation Graduate 4V suggested that “even firm Catholic believers” would benefit 
from greater diversity of thought to perhaps “open up their minds because they are the 
ones who have been taught one religion.” 
The reflections offered by the No Religious Affiliation group is supported by 
the work of Patrick Manning (2018) along with McCarty and Vitek (2017) that young 
people are no less spiritual than previous generations.  Although perspectives varied 
based on perspective, the attitudes expressed by every focus group sought to better 
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understand the content of the curriculum to develop and live a personal value system.  
The responses within this study reflected a desire that young people are seeking ways 
through which to understanding and live meaningful lives (Engebretson, 2014; 
Groome 1980, 1991; Manning, 2018).   
Graduates also described living in a world saturated by market forces and 
information through the internet (Manning, 2018).  Young people today have access to 
and are aware of contemporary events, world views, and information that older 
generations did not experience as adolescents.  The request of No Religious Affiliation 
students to increase more content concerning world religions matches this cultural 
phenomenon.  The young people associated in this study expressed an awareness of 
religious world views beyond Catholicism and requested that religious education 
provide a more complete presentation of these perspectives.  Young people are 
seeking information, attitudes, and practices that can be a part of their personal 
platform of beliefs and are seeking a complete picture of options available to them.  
This reality was also evident in Catholic students referencing the need to develop 
understandings of their faith to better converse with elements of the secular world 
beyond high school.  Formerly Catholic graduates also noted a yearning to go more 
deeply into controversial questions that often are in opposition to competing voices 
within our culture.  The internet is an invention that has reshaped the way through 
which adolescents emerge into adulthood and the voices of the graduates from this 
study suggest that religious education needs an approach that is more experiential and 
inclusive of a wider diversity of voices.   
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Although the internet did not exist at the time, the voice of Pope Paul VI 
(1975) reads as prophetic amid the current context of religious education within this 
new informational era of the internet.  In Gravissimum Educationis, Paul VI described 
the need for religious educators to engage in dialogue with the existing culture.   He 
advised that religious education must invite interior discernment as well as promote 
exterior expressions so that students can grow in awareness and understanding of 
matters of faith.  This process demands accompaniment of mentors to assist in the 
conversation and to provide guidance in illuminating understanding.  Through 
researching the faith perspectives of the unaffiliated, McCarty and Vitek (2017) 
further add the search for meaning, connection, and purpose that is inherent to being 
human.  These instincts are observable in the graduates who participated in the focus 
group conversations and who are seeking to draw stronger connections between 
abstract content and their lived experience.   
Teaching Implications 
After an analysis of the survey and focus group data, the researcher invited the 
St. Jerome’s religious education department to discern actionable responses to this 
study.  The first meeting that took place on January 12, 2021 with a presentation of the 
initial findings. The teachers of the department were invited to consider implications 
and future practice.  On January 20, 2021, the researcher hosted a second meeting to 
discuss actionable responses.  The following recommendations were offered by the St. 
Jerome’s religious education department in relation to the data collected.  They are 
presented in the order of the research questions. 
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Research Question 1: Impact - Concerning the first research question for this 
study involving the overall impact of the religious education program, the teachers 
offered the following suggestions: 
A bridging discipline.  The religious educators posed that the content and 
experience of religious education requires connecting the content of faith with the 
lived experience of the students.  Pedagogical practices need to intentionally engage 
content with the lives of students to effectively bridge these two realities.  
Furthermore, fostering a spirit of inquiry and exploration is central for providing 
opportunities for personal growth.   
Ask students to consider: Where do you stand? The teachers noted that 
religious education is a “living reality” and that the journey of faith is a changing 
dynamic.  Through activities that respect the confidentiality of students, teachers can 
regularly ask students to reflect on their own disposition and develop questions 
according to one’s interests.  Asking students to contemplate such realities as their 
relationship to the sacred can invite students to a process of deeper reflection and 
engagement.   
Tackle the shadows among the light.  The teachers recognized the need in 
religious education to reference both the grace-filled and imperfect aspects of the 
Catholic Church.  The teachers recommended creating space within the curriculum to 
wrestle with these important topics which can in turn increase relevance for all 
students.  
Be mindful of language.  Students in Catholic high schools present a vast array 
of religious belief and opinion.  Some textbooks use language such as “we believe” 
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and assume religious positionalities of the reader which may or may not be true.  The 
teachers recognized the need to be careful when using language that describes and 
assumes the students as “believers.”   
Build a question friendly curriculum.  One teacher referenced that some 
Protestant churches promote being a “seeker friendly community.”  This idea sparked 
an idea to embrace a “question friendly curriculum.”  The data from the study reflects 
that young people have questions that need further analysis and reflection.  The 
curriculum needs to support this dynamic process of questioning and exploration.  One 
practical idea shared by another teacher advised the creation of a box that invites 
students to anonymously submit questions for the teacher and students to engage in 
further research and dialogue.   
Provide “expert” presentations followed exclusively by student commentary.  
One teacher noted at his parish that they regularly host an “expert” to come and 
present a particular topic.  The follow-up discussion requires the audience to then 
extend the conversation with their own observations and continued discussion.  
Therefore, the focus of the discussion becomes a group discernment process 
concerning the topic of study.   
Research Question 2: Cognitive Domain - The second research question for 
this study focused on the cognitive domain of religious education.  The department 
offered the following suggestions: 
Address the needs of Catholic school K-8 students.  Graduates of parochial 
elementary schools expressed challenges associated with the first two years of 
religious education as a repeat of their earlier years of formation.  The teachers 
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recognized this challenge and reflected the need to ensure that the learning for the first 
two years can add depth and breadth to their prior experience.  Materials are needed to 
supplement the textbook content and students need to be invited to consider how they 
can deepen their understanding and apply it to their lives. 
Utilize justice themes.  Another approach to improve or deepen the experience 
of the first two years of religious education is to offer a justice theme that can serve as 
a focal point throughout an entire course.  The theme needs to be relevant to the 
student experience and involve some aspect of their lives that is personally 
meaningful.  Having a contemporary issue can help highlight the importance of the 
Church teachings within the content and allow for students to consider real-world 
application.   
Research Question 3: Affective Domain - The third research question for this 
study evaluated the affective domain of the religious education program.   Graduates 
noted the importance of the teacher-to-student relationship and the invitation to “see 
themselves” in the story of faith.  Members of the religious education department 
offered the following teaching implications: 
Ask students: What do they consider to be sacred?  Implicit within the 
religious education classroom is a diversity of opinions and perspectives.  Unique to 
each student are realities that they consider to be sacred.  Teachers can invite students 
to consider what they consider sacred in relation to the teachings, practices, and values 
of the Church.  The aim of this pedagogical approach is to offer students a chance to 
examine the content of faith alongside their own personal perspective.  Through gentle 
and welcoming dialogue, the teacher can invite further conversation and perhaps 
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engage in fruitful tension.  Paramount to the discussion is an invitation for students to 
draw their own conclusions.  
Cultivate teacher to student relationships.  The teachers recognized the 
importance of building individual relationships with students. This can be successfully 
accomplished through a variety of methods of paying attention to the students in the 
classrooms.  Acknowledging students by name is the entry way into relationships.  
Noting birthdays and recognizing extra-curricular activities such as sports or 
performances is valuable to improving teaching to student dynamics.  Furthermore, 
teachers can invite students to further dialogue beyond the scope of the classroom.  
This could include encouraging students to drop in during non-class time hours.   
Spiritual Mentors.  Create opportunities for students to seek out spiritual 
mentors.  This may take the shape of spiritual direction or provide after school clubs 
that focus on faith sharing.  Adopting a pedagogy of listening is essential for providing 
spiritual mentorship.  
Research Question 4: Behavioral Domain -The fourth research question for 
this study examined the behavioral dimension of religious education.  Teachers 
responded to student data related to this topic with the following teaching 
implications: 
Increase freshmen and sophomore service-learning opportunities.  The teachers 
of the department agreed with the graduate recommendation to offer more hands-on 
learning opportunities for lower classes.  Both groups agreed that classroom-structured 
experiences of service and retreats are essential to cognitive and affective growth in 
religious education.  Without direct experience to connect the learning, students can be 
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overwhelmed by the abstract nature of the topics learned and fail to make personal 
connections.   
Strengths and Limitations 
There are strengths and limitations to every study.  Noting these differences 
can help interpret the results and conclusions.  The following provides and overview 
of these aspects. 
Disaggregating graduate voices by religious affiliation pattern strengthens the 
overall results of this study.  The population of students within the context of Catholic 
school religious education comprises of a wide variety of religious perspectives.  As 
Catholic institutions strive to promote inclusive communities, responding according to 
each of these voices is important.  In this study, Catholic, formerly Catholic, non-
Catholic Christian, and No Religious Affiliation graduate voices were collected and 
emphasized by their shared perspectives.  While each group provided voice to 
different prevailing themes, their cumulative recommendations for programmatic 
improvements can serve the population as a whole.   
Although all possible steps were taken to mitigate limitations, shortcomings 
are inherent to every study.  The following conditions reflect the limitations associated 
with this study.  An immediate challenge posed to all program evaluations concerns 
timing. Erickson and Shultz (1992) explain that there really is no best time to collect 
data reflective of student experience.  If experience is sought during the process, the 
participant lacks the perspective of the complete enterprise.  As time elapses after an 
event, different life experiences cloud the perspective and memory of the participant.  
Therefore, program evaluations must select the best time to gather data recognizing 
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that there is not a perfect time to do so.  Therefore, the decision to interview recent 
graduates sought to gain access to participants who experienced the religious 
education program in totality in addition to a year or two of life experience beyond 
high school.  However, the time between graduation and the subsequent years did 
obscure the evaluations of the graduates.   
The cross sectional rather than longitudinal nature of the study is another 
limitation to the study.  McDavid et. al (2013) observe that program evaluations need 
to be sustained over time to assess and reassess areas of effectiveness and 
programmatic changes.  Therefore, program evaluations are cyclical in nature.  The 
work of this study is an important first step in making meaningful change but will 
require further study to verify improvements in practice.   
The use of Zoom technology as a qualitative data collection tool is relatively 
new and therefore under researched.  However, the recent study of Archibald, 
Ambagtsheer, Casey and Lawless (2019) offers promising insights to the reliability of 
this application.  Utilizing a sample of 16 nurses who recently provided qualitative 
data over Zoom, the researchers observed that the benefits of using Zoom outweighed 
the liabilities.  Positive attributes of the use of Zoom technology included the ability to 
build rapport with the researchers, convenience, and simplicity.  A noted strength for 
the use of Zoom is the ability to connect people across a vast geographic area.  
However, Archibald et. al (2019) also noted some frustrations with the use of Zoom 
technology.  This included the ability of participants to connect to the meeting and 
then sustain a quality electronic connection for the duration of the gathering.  To 
mitigate this challenge, the researcher for this study hosted groups from a location 
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with the most reliable internet connection possible.  Additionally, multiple devices 
were on hand that could host Zoom meetings.  
Another notable limitation is that of measuring the construct of religious 
education growth apart from other distinct intentional spiritual formation opportunities 
experienced at school or off-campus.  For example, common to the Catholic high 
school experience are developmental retreat programs, prayer services, liturgies, and 
service-learning opportunities, all designed as a comprehensive faith development 
program.  Religious education is only one facet among many.  The approach of an 
open-systems study recognizes that student experience of religious formation takes 
place outside of the classroom as well.  
The scope of this study is bounded to one school and restricted to a limited set 
of graduates.  The established parameters are limited to only one geographical 
location.  Additionally, the study is dependent upon graduates responding to an email 
survey and then volunteering to take part in an additional interview.  This process is 
inherently limiting in scope to those who are both interested and motivated to be 
involved in the process.  The use of criterion sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2018) was 
intended to gain access to graduates representing different religious affiliations.   
An ongoing limitation of this study was the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic.  Since March 2019, changes to daily life became an everyday occurrence. 
Modifications required by quarantine orders disrupted nearly every routine.  Life 
patterns throughout the study continued to evolve as best practices in health and safety 
were discerned.  A particularly challenging portion of this study occurred during the 
month January.  Simultaneous to evaluating the results of the study and proposing 
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responsive programmatic practices, the school went through the evolution from 
comprehensive distance learning to hybrid instruction.  This period was marked with 
uncertainty as vaccinations were not yet available and in-person instruction was a 
concern for many.  Given the circumstances, the department did gather to provide the 
data reflected in this chapter.  However, there were significant stressors impacting the 
attention and time available for this important part of the process.   
Another limitation concerned the research tools used for this study.  The 
research tools for this study were designed by the researcher.  After discovering no 
known tool for assessing religious education programs, the researcher designed one 
for this study.  Utilizing the scholarly research of Engebretson (2014), Groome (1980, 
1991) and Manning (2014) expressing the three major domains of religious education, 
the researcher composed a survey that merged these points of analysis with the St. 
Jerome’s End of Program Outcomes (See appendix X).   After piloting the survey with 
other doctorate students, improvements were made.  Furthermore, the work of Krueger 
and Casey (2019) influenced the design of the Focus Group protocol.  Gathered from 
the data, provocative statements were selected to ignite focus group conversation 
centered on each domain of religious education.    
A pilot study involving four recent Catholic high school graduates from 
institutions similar to the school of study provided critical insights for improving both 
the survey and focus group protocol.  These four recent graduates represented different 
religious affiliation patterns and the experience of collecting the survey data and 
hosting a focus group interview helped sharpen both instruments to become more 
effective data collection tools.  In particular, the focus group reflected a need for 
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quotations from the study to spark ideas in relation to each domain of religious 
education.  The initial commentary provided the participants with a starting point from 
which to agree or disagree and provide further narrative based on personal experience.  
This addition to the protocol greatly enhanced the overall conversation and led to 
conversations that flowed with ease.   
Future Research 
Addressing the international crisis of disaffiliation will require further research 
beyond the scope of this study.  As a “listening Church,” continued data-gathering 
concerning student experience and cultural context is imperative to better addressing 
the needs of young people.  To expand this base of knowledge, there are several 
recommendations for further research.   
The data collected for this qualitative study is relative to one school.  The 
generalizability of this study would be expanded with the replication of this study at 
other Catholic high schools. Tracking the experience of students from different 
schools will enhance Catholic leaders’ understandings of different student populations 
and further improved instructional experiences.   
An important next step in this study could include schools from different 
geographical regions with differences in religious affiliation.  Some schools in the 
United States host much higher percentages of Catholics in their population and the 
resulting data could be insightful for the Church as a whole.  Therefore, replication of 
this study with Catholic high schools in different regions would allow for important 
comparative differences and similarities.  As religious educators grow in 
understanding of perspective, the curricular experience of religious education could 
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become more culturally responsive to meet the needs of young people from a diverse 
set of backgrounds.   
Data collected through program evaluations is best fortified through an 
ongoing process.  A replication of this study could take several forms.  One approach 
could include a longitudinal study of one set of graduates tracking their continued 
religious affiliation status and further reflections on their high school religious 
education.  Another process could invite graduating classes to participate in exit 
interviews capturing evaluative indicators on a yearly basis.  Furthermore, the 
designed survey could provide indicators of effectiveness in relation to religious 
affiliation.  Finally, engaging students prior to graduation would capture a much larger 
percentage of the study population.   
An essential consideration concerning program evaluation is the engagement 
of the intended users through all phases of the study.  As the intended users of this 
type of an evaluation, Religious Education departments must be invited to provide 
input on the questions, design, and implementation of a given study.  These key people 
can provide important contextual information concerning the overall positive or 
negative impact of the program.  Although all Catholic high schools offer 
comprehensive religious education programs, the implementation of this experience is 
unique to every school environment.  Therefore, understanding and building rapport 
with the religious education teachers is essential to the creation of actionable 
outcomes.  Furthermore, inviting these teachers to assist in judging the merit of the 
outcomes and devising actionable outcomes will increase the likelihood of future 




Amid a growing international crisis of institutional disaffiliation, Pope Francis 
is urging Catholic leaders to respond by becoming a “listening Church” (Francis, 
2017).  Studies demonstrate that the phenomena of disaffiliation is most notable 
among younger generations and thus illuminates a need for gaining increased 
understanding of their experiences and perspectives (Engebretson, 2014; Manning, 
2018; McCarty & Vitek, 2017; Smith & Denton, 2005; Smith, Longest, Hill & 
Christoffersen, 2014).  The stories of young people and their experience of faith is 
varied and complex.  Paying attention to their observations can illuminate pathways 
for improved practice.  With a privileged proximity of meeting directly with emerging 
adults, Catholic high school religious education classrooms maintain an important 
access point for nurturing these relationships.   
The above findings can be summarized as striving to shift the practices of a 
religious educational program from a transactional to a transformational experience.  
The impetus of making this change rests upon a balance of formational opportunities 
that promotes growth within the cognitive, affective, and behavioral domains 
(Groome, 1980, 1991).  Temptations abound to emphasize one domain over another, 
and yet a more positive outcome depends upon an equal integration that invites 
students to nurture their own spiritual pathways through adolescence and into 
adulthood.  The findings of this study suggest that improving religious education at St. 
Jerome’s involves inviting students to generate their own questions based on the 
teachings of the faith and engage in personal exploration.  Permitting students to 
generate their own questions is a form of tailoring the educational experience and 
199 
 
allowing students based on personal interest, affiliation, and background to grow 
accordingly.  A tailored education supports students finding their own place within the 
context of “the story” of religious education and promotes an inclusive stance that 
everyone truly does belong.  And finally, presenting the context of Christian religious 
education within the scope of wider understandings of spirituality could invite young 
people to discover and eventually put into practice a lived expression of their faith.   
In conclusion, the work of high school religious education is easier said than 
done (Engebreston, 2014).  Within classrooms of diverse religious perspectives, 
maintaining the necessary posture to develop relationships and foster spiritual growth 
is complex and challenging.  There are many controversial issues that continue to 
challenge both societal ways of life as well as Church teaching and practice.  
However, as the Church works to remain culturally relevant for future generations, the 
way forward suggested by this study is fourfold: engage young people in their 
questions, support their spiritual inclinations, encourage personal formation, and 
promote different means of living one’s faith amid the context of everyday life.  
Elemental for religious educators is to maintain openness to new horizons of 
understanding and perspectives through listening to young people as we collectively 
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St. Jerome RE Mission Statement and Departmental Outcomes 
St. Jerome High School – Mission and Department Outcomes 
(Revised June 2017) 
 
Mission and Philosophy  
Firmly rooted in the Gospel of Jesus Christ as well as the teachings and traditions of 
the Roman Catholic Church and the [school charism], the Religious Education 
Department seeks to foster in students a respect and reverence for self, others, God 
and God’s creation.  The curriculum inspires students to encounter and develop joy, 
spirituality, critical thinking, prayer, compassion and participation in community for 
the rest of their lives. 
 
Department Outcomes 
Upon completion of the St. Jerome High School Religious Education 
Curriculum, a student will: 
 
Jesus: Grow an understanding of and relationship with Jesus Christ. 
 
Tradition: Illustrate an understanding of Catholic teachings and practices in light of 
the Catechism of the Roman Catholic Church. 
 
[School Charism]: Acquire an understanding of the [school charism / values] rooted in 
the educational vision of [the founder]. 
 
Scriptures: Understand and apply Hebrew and Christian Scriptures to life. 
 
Prayer: Grow spiritually through an active prayer life. 
 
Respect: Foster respect and reverence of God, self, others, creation and the Catholic 
Faith. 
 
Compassion: Articulate and demonstrate a worldview based on the Gospel value of 
compassion for all human life. 
 
Service: Understand and engage in the Gospel value of service to others, especially the 
poor. 
 
Dialogue: Engage in respectful dialogue and relationships with people from a variety 
of faith perspectives. 
 
Justice: Critically address issues of social justice and environmental stewardship 




Community: Foster an appreciation for community as integral to knowing God. 
 
Vocation: Discern one’s sense of personal vocation, their specific calling by God to 
























First Email Invitation 
Attention St. Jerome Graduates from the classes of 2017, 2018, and 2019, 
Mr. Gary Hortsch, a doctoral student at the University of Portland, is 
conducting a study to better understand the impact of the Religious Education program 
and the subsequent religious affiliation of graduates.  Please consider taking the 10 
minute survey to provide important data that will help the Religious Education 
department better understand the needs of young people today and continue to make 
the educational experience more relevant for future learners. 
Participants may complete the survey and remain anonymous.  Or, for those 
interested in further participation, Mr. Hortsch is seeking volunteers to participate in a 
60 – 90 minute follow up focus group interview. 
Thank you for considering.  If you have any questions about this process or 




















Second Email Invitation 
Greetings St. Jerome High School Graduates from the classes of 2017, 2018, and 
2019, 
 
In case you missed last week’s invitation, please consider the following 
opportunity. 
 
Mr. Gary Hortsch, a doctoral student at the University of Portland, is 
conducting a study to better understand the impact of the Religious Education program 
and the subsequent religious affiliation of graduates.  Please consider taking the 10 
minute survey to provide important data that will help the Religious Education 
department better understand the needs of young people today and continue to make 
the educational experience more relevant for future learners. 
Participants may complete the survey and remain anonymous.  Or, for those 
interested in further participation, Mr. Hortsch is seeking volunteers to participate in a 
60-90 minute follow up focus group interview. 
Thank you for considering.  If you have any questions about this process or 

















St. Jerome Alumni Social Media Advertisement 
The following information was posted on Facebook and Instagram through the St. 
Jerome Alumni accounts:  
 
Attention St. Jerome Grads 2017 - 2019,  
As a doctoral student at the University of Portland, Mr. Hortsch is conducting an 
evaluation of the St. Jerome High School Religious Education program. Please help!  
There are two ways you can get involved.  
First, click on the link and take the 6-10 minute survey.  
XXXX 
  
Second, participate in a follow-up focus group interview over Zoom.  Just provide 
your contact information at the end of the survey.  
Your input will help improve the learning experience for future students!  
Please forward this link to your fellow classmates who you’re still in contact with!  
Thank you for being a part of this important process.  
 
If you have any questions about this study, please contact Mr. Gary Hortsch at xxxx. – 















Religious Education Program Evaluation Survey 
Greetings Recent St. Jerome High School Graduates (classes of 2017, 2018 & 2019), 
 
Introduction:  
Pope Francis recently instructed religious leaders that as Catholics, we need to become 
a listening Church.  Following the leadership of the Pope, this survey intends to listen 
to the voices of recent graduates in order to strengthen the understanding and 
relationship between today’s student and the experience of religious education.  As 
young graduates, you are the best representatives to offer your reflections and 
feedback in relation to the overall experience of the program. 
 
This survey will take approximately 10 minutes to complete.   
 
Consent: 
Please read the informed consent below before continuing to the survey.  
 
This survey is part of a research study conducted by Mr. Gary Hortsch, a doctoral 
student at the University of Portland.  By completing the survey, you are agreeing to 
participate in the study.  Your contribution is entirely voluntary.  If you desire to not 
participate, please do not proceed.  
 
Confidentiality: 
All possible measures will be taken to keep your responses anonymous.  Data will be 
collected through Qualtrics, and although unlikely, a data breech could occur and 
compromise the anonymity of participants.  After the data is collected, the information 
will be stored on a password protected computer. 
 
Purpose: 
Your contribution will help inform future decisions regarding Religious Education 
curricular and programmatic decisions.  However, there is no guarantee that you 
personally will receive any benefits from this research.   
 
Voluntary Participation: 
Your participation is voluntary, and your decision to participate will not affect your 
relationship with the University of Portland or St. Jerome High School.  If you decide 
to withdraw your survey after submission, please contact Mr. Gary Hortsch at xxxxxx 
and your survey submission will be removed at any time without penalty.  
 
Questions: 
If you have any questions about this study, please contact Gary Hortsch at xxxxxx.  If 





Part I – Religious Affiliation.  St. Jerome High School welcomes and serves a 
religiously diverse population.  The following questions will help this evaluation 
process understand your perspective.   
1. Upon Entering high school, which religious affiliation below best described 
your religious identity? 
A. Catholic 
B. Non-Catholic Christian 
C. Non-Christian religious tradition (examples include Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, 
or other) 
D. No religious affiliation or I don’t know 
 
2. Upon Entering high school, how strongly did you identify with this religious 
identity? 






3. Today, which religious affiliation below best describes your current religious 
identity? 
A. Catholic 
B. Non-Catholic Christian 
C. Non-Christian religious tradition (examples could include Judaism, Islam, 
Buddhism, or other) 
D. No religious affiliation or I don’t know 
 
4. Today, how strongly do you identify with this current religious identity? 













5. Impact of the Religious Education program and religious affiliation. Did your 
experience of the four-year formal Religious Education program impact your 
current religious affiliation? 






6. Optional Please explain your last response regarding impact on personal 
religious affiliation. 
Part II Assessing the effectiveness of the St. Jerome High School Religious Education 
Department Outcomes. Please rate your experience of the following departmental 
outcomes from extremely effective to not effective at all.  Please feel free to provide 
additional explanation for any of the following questions. 
1. Jesus: Grow an understanding of and relationship with Jesus Christ. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 
Optional – Please explain further:  
 
2. Tradition: Illustrate an understanding of Catholic teachings and practices in 
light of the Catechism of the Roman Catholic Church. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 
Optional – Please explain further:  
 
3. [School Charism]: Acquire an understanding of the [school specific] values 
rooted in the [educational founder]. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 
Optional – Please explain further:  
 
4. Scriptures: Understand and apply Hebrew and Christian Scriptures to life. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 
Optional – Please explain further:  
 
5. Prayer: Grow spiritually through an active prayer life. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 




6. Respect: Foster respect and reverence of God, self, others, creation and the 
Catholic Faith. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 
Optional – Please explain further:  
 
7. Compassion: Articulate and demonstrate a worldview based on the Gospel 
value of compassion for all human life. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 
Optional – Please explain further:  
 
8. Service: Understand and engage in the Gospel value of service to others, 
especially the poor. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 
Optional – Please explain further:  
 
9. Dialogue: Engage in respectful dialogue and relationships with people from a 
variety of faith perspectives. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 
Optional – Please explain further:  
 
10. Justice: Critically address issues of social justice and environmental 
stewardship through the lens of Catholic Social Teaching.  
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 
Optional – Please explain further:  
 
11. Community: Foster an appreciation for community as integral to knowing 
God. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 
Optional – Please explain further:  
 
12. Vocation: Discern one’s sense of personal vocation, their specific calling by 
God to utilize their gifts and talents in the world around them. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 






13. Religious Education Department Mission (as posted on the St. Jerome 
Website) The curriculum inspires students to encounter and develop joy, 
spirituality, critical thinking, prayer, compassion and participation in 
community for the rest of their lives. 
O Extremely Effective O Very Effective O Moderately Effective O Slightly Effective 
O Not Effective at all 
Optional – Please explain further:  
 
14. What suggestions would you offer to the Religious Education Department to 
improve the learning experience for future students? 
Part III – Demographic and Focus Group Volunteer Information 












b. Hispanic or Latino 
c. Black or African American 
d. Native American 
e. Asian / Pacific Islander 
f. Other 
Are you willing to participate in a 60-90 minute focus group interview (online / Zoom 
Conference Meeting) concerning your experience of the Religious Education program 
at St. Jerome High School?   
A. Yes 
B. No 
If yes, please provide the following contact information.  Mr. Gary Hortsch will 
follow up with volunteers and schedule the focus group interviews during the month 
of October.  
First and Last Name:  Email Address:  Cell Phone Number: 
 




Written Information Sheet  
The following was provided to all focus group participants.  Focus group interviews 
were facilitated through the use of Zoom technology. 
This focus group interview is part of a research study conducted by Gary Hortsch, as 
part of the UNIVERSITY OF PORTLAND School of Education doctoral program. I 
hope to learn about the impact of the four-year formal Religious Studies program in 
relation to subsequent religious affiliation of graduates between the years of 2017-
2019. If you agree to participate, please attend the focus group interview Zoom 
session.  If you do not want to participate, please do not attend.   
Please know that this focus group will consist of 4-6 participants and will take place 
over Zoom.  The focus group interview will last between 60-90 minutes long.  Gary 
Hortsch will send a Zoom invitation and link in advance of the meeting.  He will also 
send a reminder message two days in advance of the interview. 
The Zoom interview will be recorded (video and audio) for later analysis.  All data 
will be kept in a password protected computer without any link to your name.  There 
are no anticipated risks to your participation in this survey.  Participating in this 
research will help improve the curricular design and experience of future religious 
education students, and your comments may be published anonymously (using a 
pseudonym) in a conference or journal paper.  However, we cannot guarantee that you 
personally will receive any benefits from this research.  Your participation is 
voluntary, and your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your 
relationship with University of Portland or with St. Jerome High School.  If you 
decide to participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and discontinue 
participation at any time without penalty. 
If you have any questions about the study, please feel free to contact Gary Hortsch at 
xxxxxx or my faculty Dr. John Watzke at xxxxxxx.  If you have questions regarding 








Focus Group Interview Questions 
Focus Group Questioning Design Method: Questioning Route (Krueger & Casey, 
2009) 
Scheduled Time: 60-90 minutes 
Size of Focus Group: 5-8 participants and one host (the researcher)  
Script: Thank you for being here! 
(Slide 1) Greetings. My name is Gary Hortsch and I am currently a doctorate student 
at the University of Portland.  I am currently conducting a program evaluation of the 
Religious Education program and its effect on religious affiliation.  As recent 
graduates, your recent experience of the program will provide important insights about 
current practice as we strive to improve the program for future students.   
Additionally, the written consent form references this, but I need to be completely 
transparent that this Zoom meeting is being recorded for continued analysis. I can 
assure you that your contributions will be kept confidential.  Please take a moment and 
type yes in the chat box to offer your consent. 
Before we get into the conversation, I need to provide some basic ground rules for this 
meeting this evening.  
[Slide 2] – The following bold type was shared. The text was read out loud. 
1. Please provide open and honest feedback!  This is an invitation for you to 
walk down memory lane.  I am asking you to think back on your experience of 
high school religious studies classes.  But don’t just tell me what you THINK I 
want to hear.  Please tell me what I NEED to hear.  Recently Pope Francis 
requested that Religious leaders openly ask young people about their 
experience of faith formation.  In doing so, Pope Francis is guiding Catholic 
leaders to becoming a ‘Listening Church.’ Please know that I am honored to 
hear and learn about your experience tonight.  Again, in doing so, please be 
honest in sharing both the positive and negative aspects of your experience.  
2. This is a conversation!  The power of a focus group is the shared discussion 
and debate about our experience of Religious Education.  My role is to 
facilitate a discussion that will spark ideas and debate.  When you agree with a 
viewpoint – agree!  When you don’t agree – disagree! Let’s keep our 
conversation respectful of course – but this is not a time to remain silent or 
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neutral. One advantage to this process is that the reflections of others may 
spark further ideas of your own.) 
3. Share the conversation I will need to hear from everyone gathered here today.  
During our conversation, I will take notes and track responses.  If you are 
quiet, I may ask you to speak up.  Or, if you get too carried away, I may ask for 
others to contribute… We are looking for a balance of responses.  Let’s all 
work together to make this happen. 
4. Focus Groups Have Something in Common: Religious Affiliation Pattern. 
The obvious distinction here is that you all recent graduates.  Additionally, you 
all shared the same religious affiliation pattern which is that you entered high 
school identifying as [insert affiliation here].  This doesn’t mean that you will 
all agree on the topics that we will discuss tonight.  But, your common 
experience will illuminate this perspective for this study. 
5. Confidentiality All comments shared in this focus group will be kept 
confidential.  All direct references to any quotations or personal 
representations will receive a pseudonym to protect your identity.  
Additionally, as a group, we need to protect the privacy of all comments shared 
in this group.  What is said in focus group – stays in focus group. – Truthfully 
– we need to respect what is shared during the next hour.) 
6. Tech Glitches – Please sign back on! Zoom is a great tool, but we all know 
that it can glitch and kick us out.  Please sign back on if you get kicked out for 
any reason.  If I freeze or get knocked off – I will also log back on.  Your 
responses collected during the next hour are incredibly important.  I appreciate 
all of the efforts of this group to make this work. 
That is enough about ground rules – let’s get started with our journey back in time to 
high school Religious Education classes…  
Opening Question: Everyone answers this brief beginning question to welcome 
conversation and build rapport with each participant. This response is usually not 
analyzed.   
Opening Question: (Slide 3) Let’s take a moment to introduce ourselves.  Please share 
your name, what year you graduated, and your favorite High School event. For 
ease of communication, I will call on each person…   
Introductory Question:  This question invites the group to begin considering the 




(Slide 4) For the next question, let’s use the ‘chat’ feature on Zoom.  In one word, 
please describe your overall experience of formal Catholic high school religious 
education.  Once your word is posted, I will ask you to explain in just a couple of 
sentences. Let’s hear from everyone.  
Transition Questions:  This question deepens the scope of the conversation toward the 
key questions.  
(Slide 5) The purpose of Catholic Religious Education is to provide an experience the 
forms the mind, the heart, and the hands of young people.  Religious education 
scholars describe this process through three different domains – the cognitive, the 
affective, and the behavioral.  The next part of our conversation today will focus on 
these three domains. 
[Spark words – provide the list of 12 RE Dept End of Prog Outcomes at the bottom of 
each slide – may trigger thinking on behalf of the graduates… (I would provide a 
handout if we were in person.  This would include the descriptions. But over Zoom this 
is a bit different.] 
Jesus / Tradition / [School Charism] / Scripture / Prayer / Respect / Compassion / 
Service / Dialogue / Justice / Community / Vocation  
(slide 6) Domain #1 – Formation of the Mind - [the knowledge of faith / Cognitive]  
In order to start out thinking on this domain, I would like for you to consider this 
quotation from the survey.   
“Give more room for students to ask questions and explore their own faith, all while 
guiding them through the lens of the Catholic teaching. Give more room for critical 
discussion and put more emphasis on the tangible ways that faith can impact one's 
life.” 
Using the chat feature, please reply with agree or disagree.  – After doing so, we will 
begin our conversation.  Please unmute yourselves and begin discussing.   
(slide 7) Domain #1 – Formation of the Mind – Please share any additional 
thoughts, reflections, or recommendations that you have for this domain… 
(slide 8) Domain #2 – Formation of the heart –  
Affective / Belief – How did your experience of the Religious Education program 
nurture your personal understanding and relationship of faith and spirituality?   
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For the next domain, we will follow a similar pattern for sharing.  We will start with 
this quotation to get us thinking about how the formation of the heart… 
“I believe that one of the Catholic Church’s biggest weaknesses is youth engagement.  
Why aren’t young people going to church?  Because the Church has chosen to 
function in outdated ways that young people do not respond to whatsoever.  Jesus 
adapted to his audience in order to engage them in God’s love, and the Church and 
most all traditional Catholic teaching has ignored that principle and deserted the 
youth.” 
Please post either agree or disagree in the chat box and then we will continue the 
discussion… 
(slide 9) Domain #2 – Formation of the heart – Please share any additional thoughts, 
reflections, or recommendations that you have for this domain… 
(slide 10) Domain #3 – Formation of the hands – Behavioral / Action –  
Again, please consider this quotation related to behavioral formation, use the chat 
feature to agree or disagree.  And continue the discussion. 
“I think my biggest piece of advice would be to try to connect the teachings to things 
currently happening in the world more often. That was always my favorite part 
because it helped me view the world through a religious lens and helped me in my 
future to make connections to what was going on in the world. For example there is a 
lot of racism going on right now and if there were ways to connect scripture and 
teachings to this, I think it would engage more students and would be beneficial to 
them in the long run!” 
(slide 11) Domain #3 – Formation of the hands– Please share any additional 
thoughts, reflections, or recommendations that you have for this domain… 
(slide 12) The Religious Studies Program and Affiliation  
The central question of this study involves understanding the impact of the Religious 
Studies program and the subsequent religious affiliation of young graduates.   
For this topic, please consider these two different responses from the survey and select 
which one you most resonate with… 
A. “The Religious Education program allowed me to think critically about my 




B. “While I did learn a lot about the Catholic Church and other religions, my 
personal religious beliefs have not changed.” 
When you are ready, please post your response on the chat – and further discuss! 
Please tell me more about that experience.  Can you provide any specific examples or 
stories?  
(slide 12) The Religious Education Program and Affiliation  
Please provide specific examples based on your experience when the Religious 
Education program impacted your personal affiliation.  (Positively or Negatively) 
 
Please tell me more about that experience.  Can you provide any specific examples or 
stories?  
 
Please explain.  
Ending Questions: The final questions aim to provide a chance for a final analysis and 
bring closure to the conversation. 
(slide 12) Last Question (now is your chance!) 
Is there anything else that you would like to share about the Religious Education 
program that I did not ask?  
Pause… 
A big thank you to all of you.  – Feel free to email me with any further ideas in the 
coming days that may emerge from our conversation. 
Please know that I will be analyzing of our conversation and sharing the results with 
the Religious Education program at St. Jerome’s High School!  Thank you for your 
time and generous sharing of wisdom. 
Have a great night. 
Bank of possible probing responses to generate further responses (Krueger & 
Case, 2009):  
Would you explain further?  
Can you give us an example?  
Would you say more about...  
Tell us more... 
Is there anything else?  
















References positive reviews of the upper 
division high school religious education 
courses.  Graduates noted that the 
curriculum was more personally engaging 





References noting challenging aspects of 
the first two years of religious education.  
Graduates recalled higher use of 
memorization and lacked in personal 
connection. 
 
9/10 Necessary Follow up response offered in relation to 
the challenge of the first two years of 
religious education. A foundation of 
knowledge is necessary for advanced 
study. 
 
Appreciation for the process Evaluative comments that noted gratitude 
for the experience to engage in religious 
education. 
 
Best Practice Comments noting activities and classroom 
experiences that is remembered with a 
positivity 
 
Conflict with Church Teaching Comments that recognized personal 
differences concerning matters of faith 
and morals according to the Catholic 
Church. 
 
Disconnect The overall experience and study of 








Catholic School K-8 Recognition that some entering freshmen 
are well versed in Catholic studies upon 
entering high school with a different skill 
apart from peers with less background. 
 
More informed yet left For some disaffiliated Catholics, the 
Religious Education program provided a 
strong foundation for making a personal 
choice concerning religious affiliation. 
 
Negative Church Experience Noted negative experiences with 
Catholicism outside the space of 
Religious Education. 
 
Negative Teacher Experience Noted less positive experience with a 
teacher that was detrimental to the overall 
experience of the program. 
 
“Opened my mind” Responses that the program introduced 
young people to new ways of thinking and 
being. 
 
Positive Teacher Experience Noted interactions and relationships with 
teachers that provided inspiration and 
mentorship. 
 
“Prepare for life” Having conversations concerning matters 
of faith and morals was helpful in 
preparing for life beyond high school 
 
“Real life connections” Appreciation for course work and 
activities that were directly related to 
students lives. 
 
“Room for voice” Recommendation to increase 
opportunities for students to express their 
thinking and further engage in dialogue.  
 
Silence to controversial issues Indicates topics or times when graduates 
wished that sensitive topics could have 










University choice Graduates noted the selection of a private 
Christian or Catholic school was inspired 
by their prior experience of Religious 
Education. 
 
World Religions References made in appreciation to inter-
religious study and dialogue.   
 
 
